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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the emergence, evolution and role of grower groups in agricultural 

research and extension within Western Australia. It attributes the emergence of grower 

groups to part of a wider set of processes, including the economic restructuring of 

agriculture and policy shifts that have seen government agencies gradually retreat from 

the direct delivery of research and extension. It argues that the emergence of grower 

groups was in part the result of changing views about extension and in particular a move 

from a model that simply ‘transferred’ scientific innovations to farmers, to more 

participatory and inclusive approaches. Collectively, these factors led farmers to ‘self-

organise’ into groups aimed at meeting their own particular research, development and 

extension needs. This study contends that, from a theoretical perspective, the formation 

of these grower groups is closely aligned with the notion of a ‘community of practice’.   

To better understand the evolution and role of grower groups, a detailed analysis was 

undertaken of five case study groups. These were selected on the basis of their 

geographical coverage and sectoral interests. The study examined the factors leading to 

the formation of each group, the nature of memberships, types of activities undertaken, 

modes of learning and the social interactions between members and with external 

stakeholders. The research found some significant differences in the ways that the 

groups operated and in terms of their effectiveness: this related to the size of the group, 

the geography of social interactions, dependence on volunteers and the availability of 

resourcing. It showed that social interaction and networks were critical to the success of 

grower groups, which is consistent with the theoretical perspectives on communities of 

practice. Moreover, external connections with agencies, universities and the private 

sector had a major bearing on the success of groups. The study also identified a range of 

challenges related to funding, human capital and sustaining levels of engagement. 

Overall, however, it was apparent that grower groups now fill an important niche in 

Western Australian agriculture and offer a highly innovative and adaptive means of 

providing relevant research and extension. 
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1.  Introduction 

 

1.1  Background to the study 

 

The past three decades has seen a radical change in the agricultural extension 

system in Australia. Until the 1980s, agricultural extension was largely the 

preserve of state governments, with limited support from the Commonwealth 

(Williams, 1968; Marsh and Pannell, 1999; 2000a; 2000b; Fitzpatrick, 2011; 

Grant, 2012). These extension services were typically provided by a state 

government Department of Agriculture or primary industries, and were closely 

associated with other agricultural activities, such as research and development and 

regulatory responsibilities. Other key players included the Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO)
1
, and the faculties of 

agriculture of universities, which were mainly responsible for basic agricultural 

research (Williams, 1968; Marsh and Pannell, 1999; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 

2000b). Private sector involvement was usually confined to the delivery of 

marketing advice by commercial firms (mostly chemicals, seed, and fertiliser 

industries) and farm management advice by private consultants (Williams, 1968, 

Marsh and Pannell, 2000b).  

The standard mode of information delivery under these extension systems was a 

top-down, one-on-one
2
 approach, or what is sometimes described as ‘science 

push’. While group methods did exist, they were mainly aimed at information 

delivery and expert recommendations rather than a more meaningful level of 

farmer engagement and learning. Examples included farm visits, demonstrations, 

field days and seminars (Williams, 1968; Robinson and Webber, 1973; Woods et 

al., 1993; Roberts, 1999). In most cases, the role of farmers was essentially seen 

as the passive ‘receptors’ of information.  

                                                 
1
 CSIRO is Australia’s national science agency and one of the largest and most diverse research 

agencies in the world.  
2
 One-on-one mode of information delivery is the face-to-face exchange of information between 

farmers and extension agents, who mostly act as deliverers of information produced by researchers 

and deliver feedback from farmers to researchers.   
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However, since the 1980s a series of developments within the farming sector and 

the broader public policy landscape resulted in a dramatic restructuring of the 

agricultural extension system in Australia (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 2000b; 

Nabben et al., 2000). One of the major changes has been the retreat of state 

governments from extension service provision, which now is managed by a range 

of actors and organisations from both private and public sectors. The top-down 

one-on-one mode of information delivery has been almost completely replaced by 

different forms of group approaches, both as a means of undertaking research and 

development and as a way of facilitating farmer learning (Dart et al., 1998; Marsh 

and Pannell, 1999; 2000a; 2000b; Kerin, 2010).  

Roberts (1999) noted that the increasing constraints that surfaced for funding 

extension saw group approaches emerge as the most efficient framework for 

extension. Moreover, participatory, group-based approaches emphasise farmer 

learning through encouraging ‘ownership’ of research, development and learning 

activities, which is in stark contrast to the ‘science push’ perspective that had long 

dominated. The success of farmer groups is reflected in their growing numbers 

and high levels of participation. There are now 41 farmer grower groups in 

Western Australia alone, with more than half of all grain growers in the state’s 

wheatbelt
3
 being a member of at least one group (Gianatti and Carmody, 2003; 

2007). These groups through their information generation and transfer role serve 

as a platform for promoting collaborative interaction between farmers and the 

broader industry within the state.  

1.2   The conceptual framework 

Australia is not alone in the changes being experienced in agricultural extension. 

Indeed, across much of the developed and developing world extension services 

have moved from a largely government-funded one-on-one production-based 

                                                 
3
 Wheatbelt is the principal crop growing region of Western Australia, occupying about 60,000 

square miles (160,000 sq.km) in the southwestern section of the state.  
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advisory service following a linear model of technology dissemination, to a 

combination of public and private agencies focussed on participatory group-based 

extension approaches (Coutts, 1994; Roberts, 1999; Dart, 2000; Nabben et al., 

2000; Mohan et al., 2010; Morgan, 2011). These developments are attributed to a 

range of factors including: 1) changes in extension ideologies; 2) concerns 

regarding the effectiveness of public sector extension in contemporary agriculture; 

3) the shift towards neoliberalism in public policy which reduced the level of 

public funding available and emphasised market forces; and 4) the broader 

developments within agriculture itself, for instance, greater use of science and 

technology in production (Vanclay and Lawrence, 1995; Russell and Ison, 2000; 

Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 2000b; Hall, 2009; Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009; 

Morgan, 2011). These factors, while greatly affecting the role played by 

government and private sector agencies in agricultural information delivery, also 

transformed farmer participation in knowledge creation and learning (Coutts, 

1994; 1997; Marsh and Pannell, 1999; Roberts, 1999; Morgan, 2011).  

Contrary to traditional modes of knowledge production and learning, whereby 

knowledge mainly flowed from the research community to farmers, contemporary 

approaches emphasise participatory group-based methods that follow what Lundy 

et al., (2005) described as a ‘learning alliance’, promoting the interaction of 

multiple actors and institutions involved in mutual learning, and in the process, 

generating, sharing and utilising agriculture-related technology, knowledge, and 

information. An important dimension of this participatory group-learning 

approach is the way in which research and development activities are integrated 

with extension (and learning) often drawing on quite complex and dispersed 

professional and industry networks. 

By facilitating greater farmer involvement in sharing ideas and concerns, 

identifying research needs, and implementing the research agenda, the 

participatory group-based approach works on the fundamental assumption that 

farmer knowledge is drawn upon and enhanced through a process of social 
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learning (Carr, 1995; Pretty, 1995; Gleeson and Piper, 2002; Oreszczyn et al., 

2010; Morgan, 2011). As noted by Kilpatrick et al., (2003a) interactive 

participatory learning in agriculture is now seen as an investment in capacity 

building, which ultimately renders dividends in the form of increased sustainable 

production, business profitability and sustainable rural communities. One of the 

legitimate though often undervalued outcomes of collaborative interactive 

learning in group approaches is the build up of social capital (through the 

development of shared language, experience, trust, and a sense of identity) that 

can then act as an important local resource (Kilpatrick et al., 1999; Kilpatrick et 

al., 2003a). Indeed, the evidence suggests that this contributes to greater economic 

and social resilience in rural communities (Black, 2000). 

With the current emphasis on group approaches in agricultural extension, theories 

of ‘social learning’ have become increasingly prominent in providing insights into 

agricultural knowledge production and farmer learning (Morgan, 2011). The 

notion of communities of practice, a core concept in situational learning theories, 

operationalises social learning and relates it directly to social structures and to the 

practices of participants in the process. It focuses specifically on the interaction 

between knowledge, practice and social structures wherein learning is viewed 

primarily as a process of social construction and knowledge sharing, rather than a 

process of knowledge transfer (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, 

et al., 2002). It is based on participation, and is a decentred process in the sense 

that knowledge is found in, and built from, shared practice instead being 

transferred in a linear fashion (Morgan, 2011). The creation and maintenance of 

social capital and the promotion of networking all form part of the learning and 

community development process. To date, direct application of the concept of 

communities of practice in agriculture has been limited, with some application to 

studies of land-based resource management (see van Buuren and Edelenphos, 

2006), UK-based study on farmer understanding of GM crops within local 

communities (see Oreszczyn et al., 2010), and social learning among groups of 

organic farmers in Wales (see Morgan, 2011). Application of the communities of 

practice (CoP) concept to farmer groups offers a fresh insight into understanding 
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social learning processes occurring within the groups and also in gaining better 

understanding about the logic and functioning of these groups  (van Buuren and 

Edelenphos, 2006; Morgan, 2011).  

1.3 Aims and objectives 

The primary aim of the research is to examine the emergence and role of grower 

groups in Western Australian agriculture, and in particular the ways in which it 

has filled the gap left by the rationalisation of government involvement in 

extension and created a ‘community of practice’.   

The more specific objectives are to:   

1. Study the central factors leading to the emergence and establishment of 

grower groups in Western Australia.  

2. Examine the evolution, structure, membership and participation 

characteristics of grower groups.   

3. Determine the effectiveness of group activities in influencing social 

learning.  

4. Explore the role of grower groups in facilitating multi-stakeholder 

engagement and learning. 

5.  Develop conclusions on the role of grower groups as communities of 

practice and explore strategies for improving their effectiveness and 

sustenance.  

1.4 Research Design 

This section provides a brief overview of the research design, with a more detailed 

account provided in Appendix A. The research combined deductive and inductive 

strategies in a case study approach to capture the role and effectiveness of grower 
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groups as social learning structures. These two approaches vary considerably in 

their applications and deductions and when used in combination as part of a 

mixed methods approach offer unique insights into social phenomena. While, the 

deductive strategies make use of existing theory and quantitative methods for data 

gathering and analysis, the inductive approaches are built on a more subtle set of 

iterative interactions between theory and empirical analysis. Combining the two 

approaches provides a more nuanced and comprehensive account of social 

phenomena than would otherwise be available (Ali and Birley, 1999; Mangan et 

al., 2004; Teddie and Tashakkori, 2009). The combination of the two approaches 

for this research proved valuable in two ways: 1) the application of the inductive 

approach helped to develop a greater understanding about how the grower groups 

operate as social structures of learning and what influences farmer learning within 

the groups; while 2) the deductive approach enabled a statistical understanding of 

the relationship between member involvement in group activities and the  impact 

on their learning across a number of selected variables.  

Before proceeding the project ethics approval was received from the Human 

Research Ethics Committee of the University of Western Australia. Ethics 

approval included the establishment of appropriate procedure for making contact 

with participants, the informed consent of participants involved in research, 

protocols for maintaining confidentiality where this has been agreed, the clear 

identification of risks, and the reporting and storage of data (Kidder and Judd, 

1986; Kumar, 2005).  

Five case study groups were selected for the purpose of the study and their 

selection were based mainly on three criteria. First, groups should be members of 

the Grower Group Alliance (GGA)
4
. This was to enable easy access to the groups 

through the GGA staff located at The University of Western Australia. Second, 

the groups should span different geographical scales (state-wide, regional and 

local groups). This formed the basis for comparative study of the groups. Third, 

                                                 
4
 The GGA is a networking organisation connecting most of the grain growing grower groups and 

the wider agricultural industry within Western Australia. 
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groups needed to be reasonably accessible to enable the researcher to conduct 

fieldwork within budget and timeframe. The number of groups that were eligible 

to participate in the study based on these criteria was 41. All of these were located 

in the southern part of the state. Fig 1.1 provides map showing the location of 

GGA member groups.  

A list of grower groups classified on the basis of their coverage area was provided 

by the GGA and used to help select the case studies. The groups were categorised 

as state-wide, regional, sub-regional and local (see Appendix A). Once 

accessibility considerations had been taken into account, five groups were 

selected for the study: one state-wide (the Western Australian No Till Farmers 

Association better known as WANTFA), three regional (Liebe, Mingenew Irwin 

Group, known as MIG, and South East Premium Wheat Growers Association 

known as SEPWA), and one local group (Stirling to Coast Farmer Group also 

known as SCFG). The sub-regional groups were excluded because they closely 

resemble regional groups in terms of group structure and operation, except that 

they tended to organise a smaller number of events per annum.  

WANTFA is the largest grower group in Western Australia, with a total of 620 

farmer members in the year 2009 from both within and outside the state. The 

group basically focuses on conservation agriculture and is recognised as one of 

the crucial factors in the high rate of no-till adoption among the Western 

Australian farmers (GRDC, 2009). Most of the group projects and trials are 

mainly based at the groups long term trial site located in the central wheat belt 

region
5
 of the state. Apart from this, the group also has few satellite sites across 

the state and is also involved in collaborative projects with other grower groups. 

From among the regional groups, SEPWA was the largest in geographical terms 

with its area of operation extending over 5.5 million hectares. The group is 

located in the south coast region of Western Australia, and covers the whole of the 

                                                 
5
 Central wheatbelt region is one of the major wheat producing regions of Western Australia.  
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Esperance port zone. The group mainly operates by collaborating with the 

Department of Agriculture and other locally focused grower groups in the 

Esperance region (GGA, 2011). Apart from that, SEPWA also organises 

collaborative projects mainly with WANTFA. In the year 2009, the group had a 

membership of 260 farmer members.   

The MIG and Liebe group both are located in the northern agricultural region of 

the state. The MIG covers an area of 300,000 hectares, which mainly includes 

three shires (Mingenew, Irwin and Moorawa). One of the distinguishing features 

about MIG is its focus on environmental aspects of farming which forms an 

integral part of its objectives along with that of improving commercial agricultural 

production. The group had a total of 197 farmer members in the year 2009. The 

Liebe group covers a much larger area comparatively (1,000,000 hectares), 

extending over five shires (Dalwallinu, Coorow, Perenjori, Wongan, and Ballidu) 

and basically focuses on improving agricultural production in the region. Liebe 

had a total farmer membership of 120 in the year, 2009. Formed in the 1990s, in 

response to address the research and development needs in a region of extreme 

isolation and declining communities, the Liebe group has significantly influenced 

local research and development and promoted rapid community growth. Both 

these groups conduct their projects and trials on their main trial sites (which 

changes location every year), and organise small scale demonstrations and trials. 

Although, both these groups are involved in collaborative projects with other 

grower groups, their area of operation remain strictly confined to their local 

regions.  

 

The SCFG was formed in 2009 and has a membership of 40 growers. This makes 

it the smallest and the youngest among the selected groups. Thus, the chosen case 

study groups represented a diverse mix of groups varying in size, geographical 

coverage, phase of growth, scope, and function. This diversity of background 

enabled comparisons to be made across a range of contexts.  
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 Fig 1.1. Location of the GGA member groups                                                                     

(Source: Grower Group Alliance, 2010) 
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After selecting the case study groups, a number of qualitative and quantitative 

data collection techniques were used (see Appendix A). First, a detailed 

assessment was made of all literature related to the case study grower groups, 

including minutes of meetings, strategy and planning documents, newsletters and 

research reports. Second, contact was made with the executive officers or listed 

contacts for all groups, requesting preliminary information about the structure of 

the groups, key activities and membership numbers. Third, interviews were held 

with farmer members, executive officers, industry partners and founder members 

of the groups. These interviews were to gather information on the evolution, 

development, mode of functioning and the role played by the groups in 

information generation and dissemination. A total of 38 farmer members, 13 

members from the industry, and founding members of 4 groups (WANTFA, Liebe 

and MIG and SCFG) were interviewed. A questionnaire survey was developed for 

farmer members of the groups. The questionnaire was a self-administered postal 

survey, sent to all members of the case study groups. The questionnaire gathered 

information about the farming enterprise, sources of information, perceptions of 

the effectiveness of groups, and basic demographic and socio-economic data. A 

total of 232 responses (response rate 18.7%) were received from the survey. 

Surveys were classified group wise. Finally, the research involved extensive 

participant observation. This included attendance at field days, meetings and other 

events over the course of 18 months between March 2009 and August 2010. All 

qualitative data were coded and analysed for key themes. Quantitative data were 

analysed using Predictive Analytical Software (PASW) Statistics version 18, and 

involved simple descriptive statistics and a number of multivariate techniques.  

1.5 Originality 

In an attempt to improve dialogue and understanding between agricultural 

research and policy, Pretty et al., (2010) identified 100 critical questions for 

global agriculture in a study that involved leading experts and representatives 

from major agricultural organisations worldwide. One of these related to the 
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importance of participatory group approaches and social capital in influencing 

farmer learning and adoption. For example, the paper poses the question: “What 

are the best social learning and multi-stakeholder models (e.g. Farmers Field 

Schools) to bring together farmers, researchers, advisors, commercial enterprises, 

policy makers and other key actors to develop better technologies, and institutions 

for a more equitable, sustainable, and innovative agriculture?” (Pretty et al., 

p.229). In this regard, this thesis makes a significant contribution by bringing to 

light the role and effectiveness of the grower group model in Western Australian 

agriculture. These grower groups provide valuable insights into the ways in which 

farmer initiatives and participation in research and development activities, 

promote significant improvements in agricultural practices, adoption and 

behaviour (Gianatti and Carmody, 2007; Llewellyn, 2007).  

From a theoretical perspective, this research draws on the field of agricultural 

extension, human geography, regional development and sociology to develop a 

holistic understanding of the significant role that grower groups can play in 

contemporary agriculture. In particular, it builds on the work of communities of 

practice (CoP) (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger et al., 2002), from situated 

learning theories to study the routines and practices of these groups for gaining an 

understanding about aspects that makes them effective and reliable structures of 

farmer learning (Morgan, 2011). The application of CoP theory helps to providing 

a better understanding of the process of emergence and evolution of these groups 

as social learning structures and their contribution to the building of industry 

linkages and social capital. Thus, to some extent, it addresses the concerns raised 

by Catholic Relief Services et al., (2007) regarding the absence of models, 

depicting the formation and development of farmer groups that offer cogent 

analysis of the drivers of group success.  

This thesis also highlights the importance of combining qualitative and 

quantitative research methods to deepen the understanding and application of the 

variables under scrutiny. The case study groups incorporate diversity in terms of 
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size, geographical coverage, and extent and level of farmer involvement in group 

activities, thus providing an ideal setting for determining the impacts of these 

factors on group effectiveness. In this way this research makes an original and 

innovative contribution through the methodological approach and the cross-

disciplinary conceptual and theoretical framework in which it is based.   

1.6   Structure of the thesis 

The thesis is structured in two main parts: (1) the theoretical and conceptual 

framework, and (2) results and discussions. Chapter 2 provides a review of the 

literature from a global perspective on the developments within agricultural 

extension till date. This was undertaken to get a clear picture of factors that 

resulted in the shifts in funding and delivery of extension services. A brief 

description about communities of practice from situated learning theories and its 

applicability to the grower groups is also presented with a view to enable a better 

understanding of how information is generated and disseminated within the 

grower groups. Chapter 3 presents an overview of the corresponding changes in 

agricultural extension within Australia. It mainly focuses on identifying the main 

factors that led to an increasing reliance on group approaches as the major means 

of agricultural information generation and transfer followed by a brief description 

about the role and activities of grower groups in Western Australia.  

The second half of the thesis contains the results and discussion sections. Chapter 

4 closely examines the evolution and development of five different grower groups 

varying mainly in terms of their spatial coverage. The main aim was to get a better 

understanding of how information is generated and shared within the grower 

groups with a focus on identifying factors that impact the performance of the 

groups. Chapter 5 presents a cross sectional analysis of group membership of the 

case study groups and looks at the effectiveness of groups in promoting 

participatory interactive member learning. Chapter 6 provides insight into the 

advantages and constrains involved in collaborative research, development and 
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extension activities between grower groups and the wider agricultural industry. A 

brief description about the formation and the role of Grower Group Alliance is 

also presented. Finally, Chapter 7 is a general discussion, which includes how 

these results relate to the original aims of the research, their limitations, and future 

directions. The results enabled to gain an in depth understanding of the factors 

that contribute towards effective farmer learning within the groups and to identify 

aspects that can critically impact group effectiveness and sustainability. A detail 

account of methodology is provided in the appendix.  
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2. Changing perspectives on extension: from public sector 

service to multi-stakeholder participatory approaches 

2.1   Introduction  

This chapter undertakes to review the evolution of extension and its changing role 

in agricultural and rural development. In particular, it focuses on the forces 

shaping rural extension practice, and the corresponding shifts in the funding and 

delivery of extension services to farmers. It argues that, over recent decades, 

extension theory and practice has moved from advocating a linear model based on 

‘technology transfer’, to approaches built on multi-stakeholder participation. No 

longer are farmers seen as a passive ‘end point’, but rather are now active 

participants in both setting the research agenda, and in ensuring the spread and 

adoption of new technologies and practices. An important driver of this shift has 

been the adoption of neoliberal policy frameworks, in which government 

intervention is eschewed in favour of market-led and participatory approaches. 

Thus, the emergence of local, regional and sector-based grower groups can be 

conceptualised as part of this wider set of processes. The emergence of these 

grower-based groups can be understood through reference to the literature on 

communities of practice. The chapter concludes by arguing that the concept of 

‘communities of practice’ helps to provide insights into the role of grower groups 

in promoting social learning in agriculture.  

2.2   Understanding extension as a discipline 

Definitions of extension tend to be rather elusive, largely as a result of its constant 

evolution and development over the past 150 years or so (Aseefa et al., 2009; 

Banerjee, 2011). For van Den Ban and Hawkins (1996: p.9) extension involves 

“the conscious use of communication of information to help people form sound 

opinions and make good decisions”. However, it should be noted that although 
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this still remains the basic idea underpinning all extension activities, there has 

been a significant change in the mode of information delivery within extension 

over the years. It has moved away from a linear ‘transfer of technology’ model to 

an interactive social learning process among all of the stakeholders involved 

(Jones and Garforth, 1997; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a).  

Modern agricultural extension emerged in the mid-1840s with the British 

government organising practical instructors to provide small farmers with advice 

on cultivation during the outbreak of potato blight in Ireland (Jones and Garforth, 

1997). It then gradually spread to other parts of the world with considerable 

modification in response to local, environmental, agronomic and cultural contexts 

(Jones and Garforth, 1997; Swanson and Rajalahti, 2010; Banerjee, 2011). The 

major theoretical paradigm that underpinned extension as a discipline and 

profession was the ‘diffusion of innovation’ perspective (Roling, 1985). Gabriel 

Tarde was the main European forefather of the diffusion field (Rogers, 1995; 

Valente and Rogers, 1995). Tarde through his Law of Imitation in 1890
1
, explored 

several of the core research issues pursued by diffusion scholars in later decades. 

Diffusion of innovation as per Tarde was a basic and fundamental explanation of 

human behavioural change. Tarde identified the adoption or rejection of 

innovation as the crucial outcome variable in diffusion research, and also 

observed that the rate of adoption followed an ‘S-shaped
2
’ curve over time (see 

Rogers, 1983; 1995).  

Relatively little scholarly research on the diffusion of innovation was undertaken 

following Tarde’s paper until the publication of a seminal work by Ryan and 

Gross in 1943 that examined the diffusion of hybrid seed corn amongst farmers in 

Iowa. This paper played a key role in influencing the methodology, theoretical 

framework and interpretation of later diffusion studies (Rogers, 2003). Ryan and 

Gross established that diffusion was essentially a social process, with interaction 

                                                 
1
 The first edition of Tarde’s  Law of Imitation  was in French and appeared in 1890. Its English 

version was written by Parsons, E.C., and subsequently published in 1903.  
2
Most innovations have an S shaped rate of adoption and the variance lies in the slope of S.  
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amongst innovative farmers and extension agents an important variable 

influencing adoption (Valente and Rogers, 1995). However, the most widely 

recognised contribution to diffusion theory is Everett Rogers seminal work, 

Diffusion of Innovation, first published in 1962 (see Vanderslice, 2000). Rogers 

study describes diffusion as a process by which an innovation is communicated 

through certain social and other channels over time (Rogers, 2003). This concept 

dominated the theory and practice of agricultural extension systems across much 

of the developed and the developing world (Hubbard and Sandman 2007; Peshin, 

et al., 2009; Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009). Based on this work, innovation was seen 

as new technology developed by scientists, transferred by extension professionals, 

and adopted by farmers (Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009).  

Extension practice continued to follow this model of technology dissemination for 

almost three decades (Sulaiman and Hall, 2002). However, it was eventually 

recognised that this model had a number of shortcomings. It followed a vertical, 

one-way technology dissemination approach where research was considered as the 

source of innovation and the role of extension was confined to diffusion of the 

research information. Problem definition in many instances tended to be skewed 

towards research interests, rather than to farmers perceived problems (Asiabaka, 

2002). With the realisation of the limitations within this model, there was a 

gradual transition by public sector agencies towards a more ‘soft systems’ 

approach, with emphasis on social relations. This led to the emergence of 

participatory approaches like Farming Systems Research
3
 in the 1970s (Packham 

et al., 2007).  

Despite these efforts it became increasingly evident that public sector extension 

agencies were not working well in many countries. These agencies tended to be 

inefficient and often failed to suitably respond to the variations in farmer’s needs 

                                                 
3
 Farming Systems Research is the application of methods from various disciplines, initially to 

define constraints and opportunities for development and then to overcome these in a research 

process involving farmers’, specialists and policy makers. It is usually jointly carried by research 

and extension agents.  
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and changing contexts and opportunities (Ponniah et al., 2008). This, coupled with 

structural adjustment policies in agriculture during the 1980s, resulted in a 

continuous decline in financial support to the provision of agricultural extension 

service to the farmers (Contado, 1997; Marsh and Pannell, 1999; 2000a; 2000b). 

Rivera and Qamar (2003) claimed that, extension remained in a state of disarray 

for almost two decades, before beginning to regain its lost stature. Extension now 

mainly promotes social learning strategies as means of encouraging interactive 

learning, with priority on community participation and empowerment.  

2.3. Public-funded extension and linear models of technology   

dissemination 

The linear diffusion or the ‘science-push’ approach was the preferred model of the 

public sector extension agencies across much of the world until the 1980s (Dart, 

1998; Black, 2000; Sulaiman and Hall, 2002; Fulton, et al., 2003; Hunt, et al., 

2012). This involved an innovation being developed by scientists, disseminated by 

intermediaries and put into practice by users (Leeuwis, 2010). The focus of 

extension was initially on enhancing productivity and profitability through the 

adoption of improved technologies, although later it widened to include issues 

such as environmental sustainability and land management (Dart et al., 1998). At 

the heart of the system was an extensive public-sector-led extension service that 

aimed to influence farmer behaviour.  

In the case of developing countries, agricultural research is typically carried out 

using the national agricultural research systems (NARS)
4
 approach. The NARS is 

governed by the national agricultural research organisation/institute 

(NARO/NARI) which is the apex body for guidance and coordination of all 

agricultural research activities (Beye, 2002). Under this paradigm, public funds 

are provided as a block grant, usually through a ministry of agriculture, to a 

                                                 
4
 The NARS are defined in a given country as the network of all institutions public or private 

devoting their activities to agricultural development and committed to a national research agenda.  
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centralised research department or institute. This department or institution then 

decides the research priorities and execute research through a network of research 

centres under the control of NARO (Byerlee, 1998). The role identified for 

extension is mainly to disseminate technologies developed by the public sector 

research organisation through various dissemination strategies such as field visits 

and demonstrations. Agricultural extension in these countries is one of the most 

common forms of public-sector support of agricultural knowledge diffusion 

(Birkhaeuser and Evenson, 1991).  

Even in developed nations, extension service delivery was mainly considered as 

the purview of the public sector and was highly centralised and ‘top down’ (Wolf, 

1998). For instance, in Australia and New Zealand, extension was largely an 

advisory service attached to ministers of agriculture, which also had 

responsibilities for research and regulations (Bloome, 1993). Within Australia, 

extension programs were seen as essential components of comprehensive 

technology packages. The state departments of agriculture were the main 

providers of extension services. The agricultural faculties of the universities and 

the Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation
5
 (CSIRO) 

were also involved to a limited extent. These public sector agencies were mostly 

associated with the promotion of production-based technologies. The private 

sector also played an active role in information delivery, particularly with regard 

to some areas like marketing and management advice (Williams, 1968; Cary, 

1998; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a).  

In research on developing countries extension systems, Biggs (1990) referred to 

the linear technology model described here as an example of a centralised model 

of research and promotion activities, wherein at the centre are the agricultural 

research institutes, such as the members of the Consultative Group of 

                                                 
5
 CSIRO is the national government body for scientific research in Australia.  
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International Agricultural Research 
6
(CGIAR) and the Overseas Development 

Natural Resources Institute (ODI), London. Then there are the National 

Agricultural Research Centres (NARS) and the National Extension Systems 

(NES). On the periphery are the farmers who tend to adopt innovations, generally 

at quite different rates. According to this model, it was assumed that widely 

accepted technologies were developed at the centre and transferred to the NARS 

for adaptive research and finally to extension systems for the purpose of transfer 

to the farmers. Information from farmers was fed back to the centre by a reverse 

set of linkages that helped the programs to remain focused on the technical 

problems of farmers. A major emphasis in the system was on the transfer of 

knowledge and technology from research centres to farmers. In essence an 

identical model pervaded agricultural extension in developed countries until the 

1980s. Farmers stood largely at the periphery, while experts dominated the core of 

the extension system.  

As pointed out by Whyte (1991) the linear technology approach basically 

followed three main assumptions. First, scientists were responsible for the 

development and validation of new agricultural knowledge and technologies, 

which then had to be promoted by the extension agencies among the farmers for 

adoption. Second, the ‘myth of the passive peasant’: it assumed that farmers were 

generally locked into traditional beliefs and practices, and hence were ignorant 

and resistant to change. Finally, it followed that the basic problem was assumed to 

be how to overcome the resistance, the cure for which was to get more extension 

training (Chambers, 1983).  

Notwithstanding its several defects, this model is considered to have contributed 

to a conspicuous increase in food production in developing countries during the 

Green Revolution (Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985). Moreover, in the developed 

world it also contributed to considerable increases in productivity and profitability 

                                                 
6
 The Consultative Group of International Agricultural Research is a global partnership initiated in 

1971 that unites organisations engaged in research for sustainable development with the funders of 

its work.  
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(Dart, 2000). This probably helps to explain the persistence by extension agencies 

and the public extension system with the linear model as the main approach 

underpinning information dissemination (Chambers and Ghildyal 1985; Chambers 

and Jiggins, 1987; Roling, 1988; Vanclay and Lawrence, 1995; Russell and Ison, 

2000; Davis, et al., 2010). The model also reinforced policy-makers and scientists 

control of research, development and extension funding and determination of 

what were deemed to be improved practices (Roling and Jiggins, 1994; Aseefa et 

al., 2009).  

Yet, despite its considerable early success, it was clear that the linear ‘science 

push’ model had serious limitations. By the 1970s it had become apparent that it 

was no longer leading to significant gains in productivity or profitability (Roling, 

1988). This is because the relatively simple innovations that led to improvements 

in performance under this model had already been adopted, and that it was unable 

to contribute to the more incremental gains needed to further enhance productivity 

and profitability (Russell and Ison, 2000). Rising levels of technological 

complexity and a failure to appreciate the importance of local farmer aspirations, 

cultural contexts and socio-economic conditions are regarded as some of the 

major reasons for deteriorating success (Vanclay and Lawrence, 1995). 

A number of publically-funded extension programs experimented with 

progressive modification of the linear model, although attempts to offset its biases 

were designed and promoted without much success in different parts of the world 

(Chambers and Ghildyal, 1985). The major reason was the focus of these 

programs mainly on the transfer of improved technologies to the farmers, without 

any direct involvement of the latter in the process. Most reviews of agricultural 

extension have concluded that the transfer of technology model alone was no 

longer adequate to deal with the increasingly complex nature of modern 

agricultural systems (Packham, 2003). 
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2.3.1 The move towards farmer participatory approaches 

Criticism of the linear/top-down model of technology dissemination to meet the 

demands of an increasingly complex agricultural sector, and its failure to involve 

farmers in the planning and implementation of development efforts, led to the 

formulation of alternative models with a focus on participation and learning 

(Ponniah et al., 2008). In order to cope with the growing complexities in 

agriculture, there was a need to engage people in an on-going process of 

experimentation, learning and human development. This did not necessarily mean 

that technical know-how and technology transfer were inevitably displaced, but 

rather that the existing know-how was built upon, appraised and integrated into 

the knowledge generation and learning systems of farmers (Cambell and Junior, 

1992; Black, 2000). The focus now was to engage farmers in self-directed, 

creative learning as a means of improving productivity and profitability. By the 

1970s, these people-centric and bottom-up approaches were increasingly being 

endorsed by many public-funded agencies as the means of promoting more 

relevant technologies (Cornwall et al., 1994).   

Following the ‘Green Revolution
7
’, CGIAR and the International Agricultural 

Research Centres (IARC) oriented much of their extension activity to the 

promotion of CGIAR-mandated food commodities, with success mainly being 

measured through the impact of adoption of improved varieties of crop, especially 

by the small farmers (Simmonds, 1985; Cernea, 2005). This necessitated a need to 

identify the socio-economic interests and capacities of the farmers that contribute 

to the adoption of technologies (Simmonds, 1985). This formed a substantial part 

of the Farming Systems Research (FSR) agenda that evolved during the 1970s. By 

around the late 1970s and early 1980s this agenda was accepted by most 

international publicly-funded agricultural research centres (e.g., The International 

                                                 
7
 Green revolution refers to the renovation of agricultural products beginning in Mexico in the 

1940s. It gradually spread to other parts of the world by the 1940s and 1960s, contributing 

significantly to the increase in the amount of calories produced per acre of agriculture.  
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Crops Research Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT)
8
 and International 

Maize and Wheat Improvement Centre (CIMMYT)
9
). The FSR was one of the 

earliest attempts at promoting farmer involvement in planning and evaluation 

activities. The intention was to develop a greater understanding of farmer’s 

decision-making context, and also the identification of technological alternatives 

more consistent with their environment (Byerlee et al., 1982). Thus, in many 

respects, these were the pioneering attempts at participatory research, 

development and extension. By the 1980s, FSR was being applied in many 

western countries, and in Australia it had become a prominent feature of industry-

funded farming systems research (Robinson, 2003). However, there existed a 

dichotomy between the nature of the farming systems research in these countries 

and use of the term FSR in developing nations. For instance, in Australia, the term 

FSR has often been applied to research emphasising some form of hard system
10

 

(generally computer) modelling of biological or economical aspects of farming 

(Packham et al., 2007).  

FSR made a very modest early contribution to the participatory research agenda. 

It initially followed a fairly standard procedure, comprising mainly of selection of 

sites, description of farming systems, diagnosis of constraints, and trials on farms 

conducted jointly by farmers and a multidisciplinary team of scientists. The main 

aim was to test technological ideas for farm improvement. Gradually, by the 

1990s, FSR extended to encompass a range of activities previously regarded as 

the domain of ‘rural development planning’ and implementation activities 

(Chambers and Jiggins, 1987). Depending on the type of activities, alternative 

forms of FSR-type programs emerged, including FSRD (FSR and development), 

FSR/E (FSR and extension), and FPR (Farmer Participatory Research). FSR, in its 

many forms, made major contribution to understanding small farming systems 

and to improving agricultural research (Chambers and Jiggins, 1987). It offered 

                                                 
8
 ICRISAT is a non-profit, non-political organisation that conducts agricultural research for 

development in Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa with a wide array of partners throughout the world.  
9
 CIMMYT is a non-profit research and training centre headquartered in Mexico.  

10
 Hard system approach is essentially about defining the problem solving sequence. It starts with a 

basic acceptance of the pre-defined objectives, problem specification and organisational needs and 

ways to achieve them.  



23 

 

holistic vantage points for understanding the factors that delayed or enhanced the 

two-way flow of technology between the farmers and the public organisations that 

constitute the system (Peterson, 1997).  

Although the FSR was an adaptation of the linear technology dissemination 

model, it exhibited a move away from the focus on teaching participants about 

farming systems. Instead, an increasing emphasis was placed on collaborative 

learning with the stakeholders about their farming systems and ways to improve 

them. The involvement of farmers with multi-disciplinary teams of scientists and 

social scientists facilitated the definition of constraints and opportunities for 

development, and then strategies to overcome these (Petheram and Clark, 1998). 

The multi-disciplinary teams of scientists involved in FSR reflected a growing 

realisation that understanding agriculture required expertise across a range of 

fields (Rhoades and Booth, 1982). The FSR involved a systematic understanding 

of the complexities involved in the total farming system, including the farm 

household and its needs and objectives, as well as biological, economic, and 

human dimensions (Chambers and Jiggins, 1987). Thus, relevance was enhanced 

by moving research to the farm, and rigour was maintained by retaining 

experimental techniques in on-farm experiments and through ties with station-

based research (McCown, 2001). Repetitive stages of observation, analysis, action 

and evaluation were carried out jointly by farmers and scientists or other 

specialists and in the process combined the methods and knowledge from various 

disciplines and sources (Petheram and Clark, 1998).  

However, as pointed out by Biggs (1995) despite the great deal of interest in FSR 

as a means of getting formal research and extension to work with, and respond to, 

the needs of resource-poor farmers, the results of many FSR projects were 

disappointing. Biggs (1995) further added that, the reviews of FSR programs and 

projects showed that its implementation was a very difficult and complex task. In 

many cases the actual outcomes were quite different from the projections and 

forecasts of planners. Several studies have presented the practical problems 
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associated with the implementation of the FSR, and stressed the requirement for 

better approaches to meet the diverse needs of farmers production issues and 

problems of rural development (Menz and Knipscheer, 1981; Chambers and 

Jiggins 1987; Merrill-Sands et al., 1989; Chambers 1994). Swanson (2008) further 

noted that, the marginal finance assigned to the FSR/E approach was one of the 

major limitations.  

Several other participatory approaches expected to build extension-farmer 

partnerships, through greater farmer involvement in setting extension program 

priorities, were also designed and implemented during this period (Cornwall et al., 

1994; Rouse, 1998). The main objective was better focusing of extension 

activities on the needs of the farmers. New models for rural development also 

emerged, which expanded the focus of extension beyond merely increasing 

agricultural productivity to improve rural livelihoods, land management practices 

and sustainability (Farrington, 1994). However, many of these rural development 

programs were poorly prepared to take on a broader agenda of organising and 

delivering educational programs to diverse rural populations. Most failed to 

address the structural problems of a top-down extension system (Swanson, 2008). 

The role of extension was still identified with promoting technical innovations 

(Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009) and governments worldwide diligently continued 

investing huge resources into public sector extension services until around the 

1980s which signified an onset of transformation phase for public sector extension 

systems (Rivera and Cary, 1997).  

2.4 Broader policy changes and associated impact on agricultural 

research and development  

The 1980s represent the onset of a transformation phase for public sector 

extension systems worldwide (Rivera and Cary, 1998). While a part of these 

developments could be related to the shortcomings of the large and haphazard 

government investments and the extent to which they were making an impact, the 
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broader policy environment seems to have had a major influence (Anderson and 

Feder, 2004; Federet al., 2010; Tonts and Siddique, 2011). Most notable here was 

the impact of rapid globalisation and associated wider embrace of the neoliberal 

ideologies by governments that significantly influenced support for agriculture 

and regional development policies (Broomhill, 2001; Jesspo, 2002; James, 2009).  

Globalisation in particular played a major role in bringing about substantial 

changes in the agricultural sector. During the 1980s and 1990s, farming became 

increasingly integrated into global supply chains, and is now characterised by 

increased global competition, industrialisation, precision (information intensive) 

production, greater risk and diversity (Boehlje et al., 2002; Robinson, 2003). A 

globalised agricultural sector involves a high level of vertical and horizontal 

integration within the sectors, with transnational capital increasingly extending its 

reach from food and fibre processing, packaging, distribution backwards to actual 

production at the farm level (Argent, 2011). Large-scale multinational companies 

(supermarket chains, meat processing units and community firms) now dominate 

the worldwide food industry within the agricultural supply chain. Major life 

science-companies (e.g. Syngenta, Monsanto) dominate the input-supply industry, 

like seed and agro chemicals (Swanson, 2006). These changes at both ends of the 

global food supply chain have steadily contributed to more complex agri-food 

systems (see Argent, 2011).  

There is a greater involvement of private sector in the agricultural research, 

product and service delivery (Rivera, 2000; Hall, 2005). These private companies 

play an active role, especially in the basic research continuum (Food and 

Agricultural Organisation, 1999). For example, many private firms are now 

actively getting involved in patenting new gene research and bioengineering 

technologies (Rivera, 2000). Food and Agricultural Organisation (1999) reported 

that, during the 1990s approximately 80 percent of the research in plant 

biotechnology was being done by the private sector. In many instances the private 

sector (especially the input suppliers and output buyers) are also increasingly 
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taking an active role in instructing farmers about the process and standards desired 

by the markets. Often, these information providers created certain demonstration 

plots and field trials, similar to the public sector extension techniques but with the 

main intension to strengthen vertical linkage in the agri-food supply chain 

(Pritchard and Tonts, 2011).  

This increasing dominance of the private sector reflect a shift from public to 

private sector authority and is driven by the neoliberal ideologies, considered 

central to the development of globalisation. The neoliberal concepts favour 

minimal state intervention and an increasing move towards market-led responses 

leading to a greater focus on global capitalism and free market principles 

(Matthews 1997; Rivera, 2000; Gray and Lawrence, 2001; Pritchard and Tonts, 

2011). The adoption of this approach to agriculture and rural policy has meant an 

increasing emphasis being placed on economic efficiency of agriculture and the 

integration of national economies into a global system of production, distribution 

and exchange. This has invariably contributed towards increased specialisation 

and industrialisation in agriculture, which to a large extent was accountable for 

the need for specialised information in agriculture contributing towards its 

‘commodification’
11

. Agriculture information is no longer considered a public 

good and free of charge and is now being packaged and sold to farmers by off-

farm firms in the form of precision farming products and services (Wolf and 

Wood, 1997; Rivera, 2008). The commodification of agriculture is a major factor 

in shaping the future role of agricultural extension (Rivera, 2008).  

The rise of neoliberal policies also signified an increasing withdrawal of 

governments from many of their agricultural and regional development polices, 

and a rationalisation of public service provision. For most developed economies 

these changes were accompanied by a corresponding shift towards the notions of 

self-help and bottom-up community based initiatives indicative of a changeover to 
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 Commodification means goods and services are moved from the personal and public access 

spheres into a market based system in which rules of market transactions apply (Wolf and Wood, 

1997).  
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new and advanced liberal forms of rural governing (Ross and Miller, 1993; Rose, 

1996; Chesire, 2000; Chesire et al., 2006; Pritchard and Tonts, 2011). A range of 

community, business and other non-government actors are now increasingly 

involved in the process of decision-making and service-delivery that were once 

considered the domain of the state (Clegg et al., 2002). The major emphasis is on 

the creation of self-governing individuals and communities supposedly ‘free’ to 

govern and take responsibility for their own future. This essentially meant an 

increased emphasis on participatory and collaborative approaches as part of the 

agricultural and regional development polices.  

In essence, the 1980s witnessed a series of transformation that played a critical 

role in influencing agriculture and rural development and associated polices. For 

public sector extension this meant a fall from the central position it once held. 

National governments in many countries were under increasing pressure to reform 

their public sector extension systems (Rivera, 2000). These changes favoured the 

downsizing of public research and extension services. It also resulted in the 

emergence of new forms of public/private partnership, the privatisation of 

parastatals
12

 and increased overseas private investments (Swanson, 2006). The 

impact of these changes on extension policies was severe. Extension programs 

across the world increasingly faced the challenge to be relevant, effective and to 

create desirable impact in a rapidly changing world. In a report released by the 

Extension Committee on Organisation and Policy (ECOP) in 2002, the impact of 

globalisation was listed as one of the six key challenges facing the extension 

system. These challenges were accompanied by corresponding changes in the 

notion of agricultural research.  

In the 1990s, agricultural research agendas broadened to include aims such as 

attaining food security, while also focusing on sustainable resource utilisation and 

the socio-economic well-being of farmers (Smith, 2004). These developments 

further broadened the area of responsibility for extension at a time when attempts 
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  A company or agency owned or controlled wholly or partly by the government.  
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were already being made to reduce public sector investment. The combined effect 

of all the above factors led to a critical assessment of extension the world over 

(Rivera and Qamar, 2003). The argument was that public sector extension alone 

would never be able to fulfil the broad range of objectives under these changed 

circumstances (Maalouf et al., 1991). There was a growing uncertainty about what 

role extension was supposed to play in agricultural and rural development 

(Chapman and Tripp, 2003). The principle concern as noted by Farrington (1994) 

was how to deal with the macroeconomic reforms that were changing the basic 

conditions both for public extension service and for farmers as producers.  

2.5 Reform initiatives: towards a participatory and pluralistic 

extension 

By the mid to late 1980s, public sector extension had reached a juncture where the 

possibility of regaining the stature it once held was unlikely. With no prospects of 

respite from the increasing financial constraints and the pressure towards 

slimming down and refocusing, most governments instigated a move away from 

the philosophy ‘government must provide’ towards adopting more practical 

alternative approaches (Farrington, 1994). Different ‘fragments’ of innovation 

reforms were bought about to change the public sector extension system. These 

included structural changes aimed at the privatisation and decentralisation of 

extension services, changes in the mode of funding involving cost recovery, 

organisational and management changes, including better linkages with research, 

and greater use of information technology (Rivera and Sulaiman, 2009).  

A number of changes were also implemented in the extension programs 

themselves, including better attempts at linking farmers to markets, extension 

playing a brokering role with the different actors involved in agricultural 

innovations, and involving stakeholders in development initiatives (Rivera and 

Alex, 2004; Rivera 2008). In order to be more relevant to the needs of rural 

people, the scope of extension was further broadened to include environment and 
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community issues (Rivera, 1996; Rivera and Alex, 2004; Rivera 2008; Rivera and 

Sulaiman, 2009).  

These policy reforms led to structural changes like greater participation of local 

government in the process of financing and managing services, and shifting 

extension from central to sub-government institutions. The main objective was to 

improve institutional responsiveness and accountability (Rivera, 1996). Much 

more emphasis was placed on farmer participation in program planning and 

implementation, and on the involvement of a range of actors and institutional 

options for the financing and delivering of extension services. It was also 

increasingly emphasised that, in order to gain a better understanding of the 

extension advisory service, it was crucial to consider it as a component of a wider 

system of knowledge generation, exchange and use in the agricultural sector 

(Birner et al., 2009).  

One of the outcomes of this was the introduction of concepts like the Agricultural 

Knowledge and Information System (AKIS) and the Agricultural Innovation 

System (AIS). Both of these focused on better linkages between organisations and 

the actors involved for facilitating innovation. Under these approaches, 

participation by farmers rapidly gained further legitimacy. They were seen as the 

perfect means for enhancing effectiveness of technology generated and diffused, 

thus promoting greater adoption by farmers. They were also regarded as an 

excellent platform for improving links of the rural community with the public and 

private service providers (World Bank, 2007).  

2.5.1   Agricultural extension: a knowledge and information system  

The Agricultural Knowledge and Information System (AKIS) as developed as an 

alternative model, promoting better linkages and communication between the 

systems actors. It followed the notion that knowledge creation, dissemination and 
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users of agricultural knowledge system are bound together and cannot be thought 

of in terms of ‘water tight’ compartments (Asiabaka, 2002). It combined 

agricultural research, extension and education in one system
13

 and focused on how 

new knowledge and information could be generated for farmers. This concept 

exhibited similarities with the US Land Grant System
14

 (Ponniah et al., 2008).  

Since AKIS mainly emerged to overcome the limitation of the NARS, it 

essentially focused on technological innovations, to which the major issues of 

knowledge and institutional change (addressed within the concept) were strongly 

related (Aseefa et al., 2009). Although still focused on research supply, much 

attention was given to identifying the need of farmers for new technologies. It 

especially emphasised the role of farmers, both as recipients and originators, of 

knowledge and information, in the process of agricultural development (Rivera et 

al., 2005). The AKIS concept tended to be less linear than the NARS approach 

(Asenso-Okyere et al., 2008) and described a two-way flow of information and 

knowledge among the research, extension organisations and farmers (Ramirez, 

1997). Public institutions played a strong role in the innovation process and group 

approaches steadily gained popularity as effective means in the knowledge 

generation process. The increasing emphasis on participatory approaches to 

research and development are the logical flow of the paradigm shift from the 

linear model to multiple-source models of innovation such as AKIS (Asseefa et 

al., 2009).   

The knowledge and information system model within the AKIS underwent several 

iterations. This resulted in a constant evolution of the perspectives of the AKIS 

concept over time (Leeuwis, 2010). One of its initial shortcomings was an 
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 A set of institutes becomes a system when its individual components are interlinked or 

articulated, and the separate institutions are connected so that they communicate and cooperate in 

action to share their human, physical and financial resources in order to achieve one or more 

common goals.  
14

 Under the US Land Grant System, the federal government granted land to the existing states for 

the establishment of higher education opportunities for the study of agriculture and mechanical 

arts. Under this system, agriculture research and extension were integrated into the Land Grant 

framework, which resulted in a system with built-in linkages with all three functions being located 

within one institution.  
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excessive focus on large farmers, and in particular their technological needs, often 

at the expense of considering the needs of farmers with limited land and 

resources. Also, at a time when there was an increasing focus on market forces 

and the need to engage in global supply chains, it was criticised for giving limited 

attention to the role of commodity markets. It also tended to overlook the 

heterogeneity evident amongst farmers, not simply in terms of their agricultural 

system, but also in terms of social, cultural, and psychological diversity. This 

restricted its scope and limited the ability to offer a complete and realistic 

framework for research and extension (Leeuwis and van Den Ban, 2003).  

In order to extract greater use of knowledge, there was an increasing need for a 

much broader set of conceptual and methodological approaches that emphasised 

the involvement of the entire set of organisations and actors in the innovation 

generation process, and that also offered a strong focus on the role of markets. 

This became even more crucial with the significant influence of rapidly changing 

world-economic and social development. In the contemporary world, knowledge 

is considered a key resource to remain competitive, and radical developments 

have been brought about in the way knowledge is generated and disseminated 

(Hessels and van Lente, 2008; World Bank, 2007).  

Unlike traditional approaches, wherein knowledge production was concentrated 

within scientific institutions (universities, government institutions, and industrial 

research labs) and structured by scientific disciplines, its locations, practices and 

principles are much more heterogeneous today (Gibbons, et al., 1994; Hessels and 

van Lente, 2008; Meyer, 2012). There was a shift from the focus on research as 

the key to generating knowledge, to search and consultation among the 

stakeholders. This gave rise to the agricultural innovation system (AIS) 

perspective, which mainly deals with a system made up of innovations that may 

take place at different knowledge fronts, such as the formal research systems, the 

private sector, farmers and other social actors in the broader policy, cultural, and 

institutional environment (Aseefa et al., 2009).  
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2.5.2 The emergence of agricultural innovation systems 

Innovation system thinking provides an analytical framework that explores 

complex relationships among heterogeneous agents, social and economic 

institutions, and endogenously determined technological and institutional 

opportunities (Agwu et al., 2008). Daane et al., (2009: p.7) presented a rather 

simplified description of innovation system as, “a complex, open and dynamic 

human activity in which actors (individuals, groups, organisations) apply their 

minds, energies and resources, to innovation in a particular domain of human 

activity”.  

Under this model, innovation is seen as neither science, research nor technology, 

but rather the application of knowledge to achieve desired social and/or economic 

outcomes. The innovation system thus extends beyond the creation of knowledge 

to include the factors affecting demand for and use of new and existing 

knowledge in novel and useful ways (Halls, 2005). The concept is robust: its 

principles are derived from direct observations of countries and sectors with 

strong track records of innovation, governed by the rules of a free market 

economy democratic governance system
15

. Most of the observations come from 

developed countries and the industrial sector (World Bank, 2007, Aseefa et al., 

2009). It depends very little on the public sector for knowledge, and relies mainly 

on the private sector to take the lead for technological innovation (Aseefa et al., 

2009).  

Within the agricultural sector, the application of innovation systems has evolved 

in two different ways: (1) as a framework for organisational analysis, and (2) as a 

framework for technology development and dissemination. On the organisational 

                                                 
15

 Democratic governance includes the separation of powers and independence of the branches of 

government, the exercise of powers in accordance with the rule of law, respect for human rights 

and fundamental freedoms, and, the transparency and accountability of a responsible civil service, 

functioning at both national and local level.  
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side, it began with National Agricultural Research Institutes (NARIs)
16

 and led to 

AISs, including all organisations focusing on knowledge generation, 

dissemination, and application. On the knowledge side, it moved from near 

technology and productivity gains to broader development goals of poverty 

alleviation, food and nutrition security, and environmental sustainability 

(Anadajayasekeram, 2011).  

The AIS concept exhibits similarities with the multiple source model
17

 (Biggs, 

1990) and adopts a holistic approach with emphasis on social network that 

connect research to knowledge users (Hall, 2002). The learning process adopted is 

context specific and consequently institutional learning can lead to great diversity 

of approaches, partnerships and strategies (Hall et al., 2003). The analytical 

framework used in AIS is indeed helpful to study how innovation systems 

emerge, are coordinated and function, and how innovation performance are 

influenced by market and non-market forces in the context of market-led 

economies (Aseefa et al., 2009).  

Explicit use of the innovation approach is now being made by a number of policy 

analysts in relation to agricultural knowledge and technology generation, 

especially in the developed world (Lundy et al., 2005). Though the application of 

this concept is relatively new, it is increasingly suggested as a way of revisiting 

the question of how to strengthen agricultural innovation capacity (Hall et al., 

2001; Clark et al., 2003; Hall, 2005; Klerkx et al., 2010).  

                                                 
16

 The framework for NARI emerged after World War II that facilitated major investment in 

agricultural research to improve food production.  
17

 In the multiple source model major emphasis is given to the idea that innovation comes from 

multiple actors including the researchers and the practitioners.  
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2.5.3 Participatory approaches and emphasis on social learning 

process 

One of the logical extensions of the paradigm shift from the linear model to 

multiple-source models of innovation like AKIS and AIS has been the extensive 

emphasis on participatory approaches in agricultural knowledge generation and 

dissemination process (Aseefa et al., 2009). Over the years, participatory 

approaches in agriculture have undergone profound changes both in their 

objectives and implementation. Originally these were developed as a means to 

adapt technologies to farmer’s local conditions, and then shifted focus towards 

farmer capacity building and empowerment (Ramirez, 2008). With the recent 

emphasis on innovative systems thinking, these underwent yet another adaptation 

and are now seen as means for developing possibly more explanatory solutions 

and innovative results to deal with the complexities involved in modern 

agriculture (Black, 2000; Cornwall, 2002; Ramirez, 2008; Akinnbae and Ajayi, 

2010).  

A collaborative participatory group process is adopted in pooling together skills, 

knowledge, experience and other resources from the multiple partners involved in 

the development of more context-specific information (Akinnagbe and Ajayi, 

2010). The commitment to participation by farmers is more than a form of 

‘tokenism’ (see Arnstein, 1969) and an important part of the process of learning 

about needs, opportunities and the actions required to achieve them (Pederson, 

2001). Most of these approaches allow greater farmer initiative in identifying 

problems, and in planning and implementing research and development activities 

(Akinnagbe and Ajayi, 2010). In most cases, project interventions are the means 

to promote collaborative, interactive and experimentation methods of learning 

(Cornwall, 2002; Ramirez, 2008). The interactive learning approach followed 

within the participatory framework, while strengthening farmers planning and 

management abilities, builds on their knowledge and practice thus promoting their 

capacities to develop and adapt new and appropriate technologies (Hagmann et 

al., 1999; Black, 2000; McCowan, 2001).  
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A corollary to this increasing emphasis on participatory approaches is the growing 

significance of the notion of ‘social learning’ and ‘social capital’, seen as crucial 

themes in the literature on agricultural development (Sobels et al., 2002; 

Kilpatrick and Falk, 2003; Oreszcyn, et al., 2010; Morgan, 2011). Social learning 

is now seen as a normative goal for most agricultural development projects and 

policies and this has typically contributed to a heightened interest in the role of 

social capital and its contribution towards learning and capacity building in 

groups (Parsons and Clark, 1995; Kilpatrick and Falk, 1997; Koelen and Das, 

2002; Reed et al., 2010). In the present context of knowledge generation in 

agriculture, where learning is closely associated with members working together 

in a group, the role of social capital becomes all the more crucial. It provides the 

integral basis for binding the members together and in the exchange of 

knowledge, skills and resources thus promoting learning within the group 

(Kilpatrick and Falk, 2003).  

The notion of ‘situated learning’, which in the educational literature is often 

understood with reference to Lave and Wenger’s (1991) model of learning within 

the framework of ‘communities of practice’ (CoP). This presents a valuable 

means of understanding the association between social learning and social capital. 

It provides a step by step account of the process within a community that explains 

how social capital structures and promotes learning among the members (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991; Wenger 1998; John, 2005; Morgan, 2011). The theories about 

communities of practice are useful for understanding the social processes of 

learning and identify formation, local practice, tacit learning and indigenous 

knowledge (John, 2005; Oreszczyn et al., 2010). In the context of agricultural 

extension, the CoP concept can provide helpful insights in gaining an 

understanding about the operation and effectiveness of farmer groups in the 

generation and dissemination of agricultural information (van Buuren and 

Edelenphos, 2006; Morgan, 2011).  
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2.6 Understanding communities of practice 

A community of practice (CoP) is defined as a “group of people who share a 

concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their 

knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wenger 

et al., 2002: p.4). The community plays the role of a binding and knowledge 

sharing structure for its members (Brown and Duguid, 1991; Lave and Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998; Barston and Tusting, 2005; Morgan, 2011). As noted by 

Morgan (2011) the CoP framework, models and operationalises social learning 

and relates it directly to social structures and to the practices of participants in the 

process where knowledge is found in, and built from, a shared practice rather than 

transferred in a linear fashion. However, it should be noted that the term ‘practice’ 

here is more than just the common understanding of routine activity and instead 

should be viewed as a social perspective of interaction (Madsen and Noe, 2012). 

Learning through practice, thus, engages with the idea of community, and its role 

as a binding and knowledge-sharing structure (Lave and Wenger 1991; Wenger 

1998; Morgan 2011; Madsen and Noe, 2012). 

In simple terms, learning within a CoP occurs as a result of participation in the 

social world where people are constantly interacting with one another to share 

experience and understanding to produce new knowledge (Oreszcyn, et al., 2010). 

Wenger et al., (2002) further adds that many of the most valuable activities within 

a community are the small everyday interactions – informal discussions to solve a 

problem, or one-on-one exchanges of information about any given topic. The 

constant interaction among the members results in the formation and maintenance 

of social bonds and the practices that serve to create a communal identity 

(Morgan, 2011). Successful communities make opportunities for interactions 

among the members, whether through private discussion rooms on the 

community’s website, at a community event, or on a one-on-one conversation. 

The heart of the community is the web of relationships among community 
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members, and much of the day-to-day occurs in one-on-one exchanges (Wenger et 

al., 2002).  

Wenger (1998) identified three distinct dimensions of a CoP that differentiates it 

from other types of social groups and networks and translate it into a specific 

logical approach to learning. The three dimensions, mutual engagement, joint 

enterprise, and shared repertoire, together exhibit how practice contributes to the 

consistency of a community (Wenger, 1998; Oreszczyn, et al., 2010; Morgan, 

2011). Members in a community initially interact with one another, and in the 

process establish norms and relationships, around what they do. They then get 

bound together by an understanding of a sense of mutual accountability that 

becomes an integral part of the practice in which members of a community engage 

by virtue of being a member. These may include certain ways of doing things, 

routine words, tools, actions, or concepts that the community has produced or 

adopted over time and which becomes part of its practice (Wenger, 1998; Morgan, 

2011).  

While the group structure originates from the mutual engagement of the members 

subscribing to a joint enterprise, the latter to a large extent depends on the level of 

trust, belonging, and reciprocity shared among members of the community. As 

members get to know each other, they develop a sense of belonging and 

commitment and a sense that all members could make valuable contribution to the 

practice-based learning (Wenger, 1998). Over time, members of a CoP become 

informally bound by the value that they find in learning and collaboration 

(Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; Hearn and White, 2009). This informal 

bonding then creates a casual boundary between those who have participated in 

the community and those who have not. The sense of identity that people gain 

from belonging to a CoP is important as this is a key factor in a person’s decision 

about whom to associate with and ways to deal within boundaries (Oreszcyn          

et al., 2010).  
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Unlike other professional groups, such as project teams, and working groups, 

CoP’s are self selecting, often voluntary and have fluid goals rather than 

management objectives around learning. They take on and spread new knowledge, 

with a focus on implementation, rather than just theory, and can embrace an 

ongoing cycle of learning and doing. At their best, CoP’s are naturally self-

incentive (Hearn and White, 2009) though it is not clear where a CoP begins and 

ends. It evolves, develops, and disperses according to the timing, the logic, the 

rhythms, and the social energy of learning (Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2002). 

Most CoP’s last for sufficiently longer periods to allow for the sedimentation of 

social capital. This quality of a CoP again is a distinguishing feature that separates 

it from other forms of aggregations that normally form to accomplish a specific 

task and exist only until the particular objectives are achieved (Buysse et al., 

2003; Bettiol and Sedita, 2011).  

However, it should also be noted that a CoP’s development is rarely smooth and it 

frequently goes through unpleasant discoveries, difficult transitions, and learning 

through challenging experiences (Carvajal, 2008). Wenger et al., (2002) 

identified, five different stages through which a CoP passes during its existence: 

1) Potential, 2) Coalescing, 3) Maturing, 4) Stewardship and 5) Transformation. 

The first two stages describe the establishment phase and the latter three deal with 

different phases of community sustainability (for details see Wenger et al., 2002).  

The internal renewal of a CoP is maintained through the entry of new members 

and the exit of “old timers” – a natural part of the reproduction cycle of a CoP 

(Buysee et al., 2003; Roberts, 2006). New members bring new ideas and different 

knowledge sets and life experience into the community (Wenger et al., 2002; 

James, 2007). The membership and constitution of a CoP, thus, is not static, as 

individuals, roles and practice change over time (Morgan, 2011). New members 

enter a community at the periphery and over time move closer to full, legitimate 

participation as they gain knowledge and learn about the customs and rituals, and 
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form a view of themselves as members of the community (Lave and Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998).   

The movement of individuals into and out of the CoP also contributes to the 

community’s capacity to operate in more than one ambience, which may bind the 

CoP to larger configurations (constellations of CoP’s, in the words of Wenger, 

2000, p. 229) and allows for co-evolution of the CoP with its environment 

(Morgan, 2011). Morgan (2011) further adds that, interactions with other CoPs 

may come about through the multiple affinities and identities that individual 

members hold and in this regard diversity among members is as important as the 

degree of commonality that CoP contain.  

For van Buuren and Edelenphos (2006), the diversity in a CoP, in many instances, 

demands combining conflicting spatial functions among those involved. This 

means a CoP has to continuously practice an internal process of co-evolution 

between the various actors involved and at the same time, maintain relations of 

co-evolution with their wider environment, which helps them to produce more 

innovative and practically better relevant results. However, this also necessitates a 

careful balancing act between the extremes which, as noted by Carvajal et al., 

(2008) in some cases is not as straightforward and successful as put forth in the 

model. Dealing with individuals from different backgrounds and addressing needs 

and challenges specific to the context in which they interact, in a few instances, 

can produce outcomes that are somewhat entirely different from those normally 

expected from a CoP.  

Wenger et al., (2002) noted that most communities basically comprise of three 

main categories of members depending on their level of participation in the 

community: (1) the core group; (2) the active group; and (3) the passive group. 

The core group of members is often referred to as the “ heart of the community ”, 

participating in almost all the important events, and take up most of the leadership 

role, while the passive members form the largest proportion of members in the 
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community and participate little in community events. They usually undergo 

learning through their observation. The active members like the core group are 

regular participants of community events but not as consistently as the core 

members. The community members constantly move through these levels. For 

instance, the core members may move to the periphery and the members in the 

periphery move to the core level depending upon their interest in the activities of 

the community. The key to good community participation and a healthy degree of 

movements of members between the different levels is to design community 

activities that allow members at all levels to feel like full members (Wenger et al., 

2002).  

Most communities have events where members gather – either face-to-face or 

electronically – to exchange tips, solve problems, explore new ideas, tools or 

techniques. These events pave the way for formal demonstrations, as well as 

informal discussions of current problems and issues among the members. Through 

such events, members can seemingly experience being part of the community and 

interact with others who participate. Often when the individual relationships 

among community members are strong, the community events are much richer 

(Wenger et al., 2002). Wenger et al., (2002) further added that the tempo of 

member interaction in a community is greatly influenced by the rhythm of a 

community which include a range of occurrences, such as the consolidation of 

familiar and exciting events, the frequency of member interactions, the ebb and 

flow of people through the various levels of participation, and the pace of the 

community’s overall evolution.  

Until recently, the CoP concept had been applied extensively in the field of 

education and knowledge management, though is now increasingly receiving 

attention for its applicability in the context of policies for urban and regional 

development (van Buuren and Edelenphos, 2006; Koliba and Gajda, 2009; Amin 

and Roberts, 2008; Oresczyn, et al., 2010; Schlager and Fusco, 2003). However, 

its application to agriculture, and especially agricultural extension, has been 
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limited with the exception of very few studies (see for e.g., van Buuren and 

Edelenphos, 2006; Oreszcyn et al., 2010; Morgan, 2011; Madsen and Noe, 2012).  

A document presenting the applicability of the CoP model in an Iowa-based 

network for food and agriculture, known as Value Chain Partnerships (VCP), 

provided significant implications of the CoP model. According to the document, a 

CoP can strategically work as: 1) catalysts: for cooperation of diverse interests to 

create solutions to common problems; 2) hubs: to create, capture, document and 

supplement knowledge and deploy this knowledge for technical assistance to 

assist stakeholders; 3) magnets: to attract funding and for leveraging, channelling, 

and distributing funding to research and development efforts for various purposes; 

and 4) scouts: to identify emerging opportunities with high potential to deliver 

economic benefits to sustainable agricultural stakeholders (Value Chain 

Partnership, core team, 2010).  

However, as noted by Wenger et al., (2002) despite the increasing applicability of 

the CoP framework in the context of informal knowledge gathering, it should be 

noted that ‘communities of practice are no silver bullet’, and, like all human 

institutions have downsides and reflect all the strengths, weaknesses and complex 

interrelationships of their human behaviour. They can sometimes hoard 

knowledge, limit innovations and hold outsiders hostage to their expertise. Many 

disorders in a community mainly arise out of the human weakness of its members 

which can affect any community, even seemingly effective ones. For instance, in 

a well-functioning tight-knit
18

 community, sometimes implicit assumptions and 

norms can go unquestioned and there may be little eagerness among the members 

to challenge them. The close intimacy can at times create a barrier to new-comers, 

new ideas and a reluctance to question each other (Wenger et al., 2002). Indeed, 

the members interest influences the type of knowledge produced within a CoP but 

again there seems to be considerable ambiguities regarding member impact on 

decisions to be made, which may be influenced by experience, expertise, age, or 
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personality (Wenger et al., 2002; Roberts, 2006). The CoPs can also be affected 

by problems of social and cultural exclusion (Wenger, et al., 2002). However, as 

noted by Wenger et al., (2002) the downside of CoPs does not mean they should 

be avoided, rather it entails recognising their shortcomings and learning to 

manage them.  

2.6.1   Applying the CoP  framework to farmer groups 

As explained earlier in the chapter, with the recent policy developments 

enunciating the place of farmers within extensive networks of knowledge, the role 

of socially-mediated generation and use of agricultural knowledge has become 

crucial (van Baalen et al., 2005; Morgan, 2011). This is reflected in the growing 

emphasis on participatory approaches that suggest a shift in focus from 

knowledge production and transfer, towards a more social and collaborative 

perspective, where the organisations and practices of farmers as learners are more 

explicitly recognised (Mohan, 2010; Morgan, 2011). 

These developments have seen farmer groups emerge as significant organisations 

serving the information needs of members. Approaches promoting information 

flows, adult learning principles and participation by stakeholders forms the basis 

of activity for these groups (Pretty, 1995; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 2000b; 

Heemskerk and Wennink, 2004; Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). Along these lines, 

to a large extent their success depends on their ability to design themselves as 

social learning structures that support sustained learning and viable networks. 

Learning within these groups is an issue of engaging in and contributing to the 

practices of the group, and cannot be regarded as an isolated process. Often, 

members within a farmer group collectively engage in finding, sharing and 

documenting information and in the process are involved in activities, 

conversations, reflections and other forms of personal interactions which form the 

basis of learning. These regular interactions promote a sense of bonding among 

the members through which they also develop a sense of identity. This is 
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consistent with notions of social capital, whereby trust, reciprocity and repeated 

interactions contribute to ‘bonding capital’ (Adler and Kwon, 2002). This bonding 

capital further provides the needed thrust for sustained participation and 

contribution towards the group activities. Thus, collective engagement and 

member connections are essential components for effective functioning of the 

group, and learning is largely influenced by the association between the two (see 

Fig. 2.1).  

 

Fig 2.1 Framework for learning within farmer groups                                             

(Source: The Author) 

This conceptualisation of learning within farmer groups aligns closely with 

notions of CoP. These are social learning structures that grow out of a convergent 

interplay of mutual engagement, shared practices and strong interpersonal ties 

(Lave and Wenger, 1991; 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; Wasko and Faraj, 2005). 

Learning within these communities is seen as an ongoing practice resulting from 

the involvement and contribution of members to community activities (Wenger et 

al., 2002).  The concept has now become the foundation of a perspective on 

knowing and learning that informs efforts to create learning systems, across 
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various sectors and levels, ranging from local communities, to single 

organisations, partnerships, and regions (Wenger et al., 2002).  

The application of the CoP model to well established farmer groups in Western 

Australia will enable gaining a comprehensive understanding about how learning 

occurs within these groups. Such an interpretation may be useful in identifying the 

logic and significance of farmer groups in the generation and dissemination of 

agricultural information (van Buuren and Edelenphos, 2006; Morgan, 2011). This 

could possibly help in identifying aspects that could play a significant role in 

improving the performance and efficiency of these groups.  

 2.7   Conclusion 

 This chapter has pointed to significant changes in approaches to agricultural 

extension. It has increasingly moved from being a public sector activity 

emphasising a linear ‘science-push’ model, to participatory approaches focusing 

on collaborative efforts between farmers and the broader industry. While 

participatory approaches originally emerged as a means to adapt technologies to 

local conditions, they have evolved into models aimed at developing analytical 

solutions to deal with the broader complexities in modern agriculture. Central to 

these are the process of knowledge generation and dissemination as part of 

broader partnerships between scientists, farmers and other public and private 

sector actors and organisations. No longer are farmers at the periphery of the 

process. The emergence of participatory approaches was accompanied by the 

formation of farmer groups that play a critical role in not only shaping the 

research and development agenda, but also local extension practices. Yet, to date 

relatively little empirical research has been undertaken on the structure or 

effectiveness of these groups (Woods et al., 1993; Vanclay and Lawrence, 1995; 

Marsh and Pannell, 1999; 2000a; Carberry, 2001). This also means that relatively 

little has been done to conceptualise the ways these groups operate, including the 

nature of social interaction and learning. The emerging body of work on 
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communities of practice may offer a framework through which to better 

understand the role and nature of grower groups.  
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3. Changing agricultural policies and the evolution of 

extension in Australia 

3.1 Introduction 

The past century or more has been one of constant change in the funding and 

delivery of extension services to farmers in Australia. This is particularly true for 

the past three decades, which have witnessed a number of policy innovations 

related to agriculture and more specifically to extension (Frontier Economics, 

2006). As outlined in the previous chapter, a significant consequence of these 

policy changes in extension was a move away from it being largely a public sector 

activity, focusing on production-based, one-on-one technology transfer, to a 

group-based approach with multi-stakeholder involvement in the promotion of 

‘market-based’ agricultural information. While the shift in government policies in 

particular played a major role, some of these developments can be partly 

attributed to changing ideologies within extension itself and the rapid 

commercialisation of agriculture. This chapter outlines the development within 

agricultural extension in Australia, its organisation, ideological changes over the 

years, with particular emphasis on the emergence and role of grower groups in 

agricultural research and information dissemination process. A detailed account of 

their role and operation with reference to grower groups in Western Australia is 

presented.   

 

3.2 Early government extension services 

 

Since the beginning of the European settlement, agricultural development has 

been a major priority of Australian governments. However, agricultural growth 

was highly variable in the early colonies, hindered by a lack of scientific 

knowledge, difficult environmental conditions, remoteness and the absence of 

effective extension services (Crowley, 1960; Powell, 1988). Most states 

established specialised departments of agriculture around the end of the nineteenth 
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century with responsibilities for research, extension and regulation
1
 (Williams, 

1968; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a). Despite considerable efforts by the state 

departments of agriculture, alternative periods of prosperity and decline were 

experienced until the end of World War II (Williams, 1968; Burvill, 1979). 

However, notwithstanding these cyclical trends, agriculture experienced rapid 

advances in technology and improvements in practice, with government 

departments of agriculture playing a critical role (Burvill, 1979; Cary, 1998).  

 

For much of the first quarter of the 20th century, departments of agriculture in all 

states gradually strengthened their positions as centres of authority and knowledge 

about rural industries. Agricultural research at that time was yet undeveloped and 

did not have the scientific base required for widespread education and extension 

programs (Williams, 1968). Extension in Australia, from the very beginning, was 

influenced by the environment in which farmers and extension agencies operated 

(Dart et al., 1998; Hunt, et al., 2012). Much of the momentum for early 

government extension was problem-centred and focused mainly on overcoming 

challenges associated with the alienation of undeveloped land (Cary, 1998). 

During this period, departments of agriculture were mainly involved in services 

like administrating disease control and quarantine, conducting agricultural 

experiments and demonstrations. They also provided aid and advice to land 

settlers (Williams, 1968).  

Until 1945, extension within state departments of agriculture existed as 

complimentary to both research and regulation and was closely associated with 

other functions of the state departments of agriculture, the technical scientific 

component being the main feature. Usually the methods of conveying technical 

information to farmers were linked with the administration of public policy 

associated with land settlement, development, and animal disease control. The 

                                                 
1
 The state departments of agriculture in the earlier years of formation also undertook emergency 

measures to meet disease outbreaks, food and bushfire relief, as well as work associated with 

administrative aspects of government.  
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agricultural faculties of universities also provided extension services to farmers, 

but were mainly involved in basic research and teaching (Williams, 1968). 

After overcoming initial settlement challenges by the 1940s, there was a subtle 

shift in government policies that focused less on land alienation and more on 

increasing agricultural productivity. Productivity-based technology transfer soon 

assumed the predominant focus of agricultural extension and continued to be the 

dominant model of technology dissemination until the 1980s (Cary, 1998). Over 

much of the post World War II period departments of agriculture, through their 

technology dissemination activities, managed to exert considerable influence on 

the nature of agricultural production within the country (Burvill, 1979). 

The Commonwealth government, until the late 1940s, had no direct involvement 

in extension activities, which remained the domain of state governments 

(Williams, 1968; Farquhar 1973). However, the Commonwealth government did 

exert substantial influence on agricultural production through their involvement in 

land settlement and immigration schemes (Powell, 1988). It also contributed to 

the formulation of knowledge and scientific aspects of rural production through 

the establishment of the Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in 

the mid-1920s. The CSIR was mainly involved in basic research, with limited 

commitment to extension-related activities (Williams, 1968; Hunt, et al., 2012). 

The Council was renamed Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research 

Organisation (CSIRO) in the late 1940s, and existed as a separate Commonwealth 

agency conducting research in each state. A few other agencies like water 

conservation and irrigation authorities, soil conservation authorities, and 

departments of lands also provided technical and scientific information to farmers.  
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3.3   A transition phase in agriculture and extension  

 

After World War II, the structure and performance of rural industries began to 

change. The early post-war years were marked by material and labour shortages 

that hindered farm development. However, starting in the 1950s, new government 

policies based on soldier settlement and new land development schemes promoted 

the rapid expansion of agriculture (Tonts and Jones, 1997). This was mainly seen 

as a means of helping to overcome the recurrent balance of payment problems the 

country was facing. Several reform measures, such as increased financial 

contributions to the development of extension services and the establishment of 

economic support policies relating to rural industries, were adopted to ensure 

agriculture had a firm footing (Lawrence, 1987). There was also a major emphasis 

on improving agricultural productivity through the application of scientific 

research to farming systems (Dart et al., 1998). The outcome was a considerable 

improvement in farm productivity and profitability. Indeed, by the end of the 

1950s agriculture was contributing close to 85 per cent of export earnings and 

nearly 20 per cent of GDP (Lawrence, 1987; Tonts, 2000). 

 

An important dimension of agricultural development policy around this period 

was the application of economic principles of farm management. Farm level 

problems were often tackled using insights from economists as a means of 

identifying principles on which efficient farm management depends. Soon these 

economic theories and concepts were accepted as part of the nature of advisory 

services being provided to farmers, under the rubric of farm management 

extension (Williams, 1968; Drew and Schapper, 1973; Hogstrom, 1973). This 

emphasised the provision of economic information to complement technical 

aspects of production already being provided to farmers. It was presumed that 

such an approach would assist farmers in making better business decisions to 

achieve a balanced and profitable farming system (Druce, 1964). Greater priority 

was given to whole-farm approaches, with increased emphasis on the farm and the 

farmers (Schapper, 1962; Williams, 1968; Drew and Schapper, 1973). The main 
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objective was to improve the overall managerial competence of farmers, which 

would help them to plan their business and make decisions that would best enable 

them to achieve their goals. An increasing emphasis was placed on farmer 

capacity building through education (Drew and Schapper, 1973; Dart, 1998).  

In order to incorporate farm business management information in their routine 

agendas, several initiatives were taken up by state departments and agricultural 

faculties of universities. Most state departments established a section for 

agricultural economics, and farm management was taught in all established 

universities with agricultural curricula (Dillion, 1965). Many programs were 

designed to educate groups of farmers about the management of their farms. 

However, detailed supervisory farm management services for individual farms 

limited the number of farms that benefited from public sector extension programs 

(Spencer, 1973). This provided the needed incentive for the private sector, 

especially agricultural management consultants, to provide advisory services to 

farmers (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a).  

Private consultants started appearing on the Australian farming scene around the 

late 1950s at the time when farm management extension was increasingly gaining 

acceptance. They were seen as significant sources of information and dealt with 

the whole farm on a management as well as technical basis (Schapper, 1962; 

Department of Primary Industries, 1980). In some states like Western Australia, 

most private consultants started as advisors for farm advisory clubs
2
. By the mid-

1960s more than 60 group advisors were operating in the state of Western 

Australia alone (Williams, 1968; Department of Primary Industry, 1980). Close to 

1970s a major Agricultural Consultancy Company was set up by a prominent 

consultant, Paul McGowan, which went to become one of Australia’s most 

successful firms of its type. Another significant development of this time was the 

increasing influence of the agribusiness sector in agriculture and related policies. 

                                                 
2
 Farm advisory clubs initially developed in Western Australia and New South Wales and rapidly 

gained popularity in Western Australia. The farm clubs employed consultants by levying members 

to pay salary and expenses.  
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The period of rapid agricultural progress was followed by accelerated adoption of 

technologies and specialisation in agriculture, which resulted in increased 

involvement of corporate agribusiness firms, particularly in the supply of 

chemicals, seeds, and fertilisers. Some of these commercial service providers took 

an active interest in providing advice to their farmer clients. However, their role in 

extension was essentially confined to commercial purposes, and was mainly 

meant for promoting their products and services among their clients (Williams, 

1968; Greble, 1979; Department of Primary Industry, 1980).  

 

Another development during this time was the increased financial contribution by 

the Commonwealth government towards improving extension services for almost 

all rural industries. Two significant grants initiated during this time were the 

Commonwealth Dairy Industry Grant and the Commonwealth Extension Grant 

(CESG) (Cary, 1998; Mullen et al., 2000) which continued to operate until the 

early 1980s (Mullen et al., 2000). Apart from this, the Commonwealth 

government also initiated statutory levy schemes in order to stimulate industry 

funding of rural research and development. Under these schemes financial 

contributions were made by the Commonwealth government by an amount 

proportionate to that contributed by producers belonging to different industries 

(Donaldson, 1964).  

The Commonwealth government also made large investments for research in rural 

industries through the CSIRO. However, the practical implementation of research 

results to the farmer’s local environment was a cause for concern (Williams, 

1968). There was a growing realisation about the need for better liaison with state 

agricultural departments for careful interpretation of results to suit local 

environments. This led to the establishment of an agricultural liaison section in 

the early 1950s within CSIRO which developed its own extension program and 

published the periodical Rural Research in CSIRO, which provided summaries of 

recent research and its practical significance (Crofts, 1985).  
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A further addition was increased farmer participation in the development of 

technical services for rural industries through their involvement in primary 

industry organisations. For instance, the most significant contribution was their 

support for industry research levy schemes (mentioned above) by which large 

sums were made available as grants for research relating to rural industries. Many 

industry leaders were also members of committees which allocated funds to 

particular projects, some of which included extension activities (Williams, 1968). 

These organisations could also exert substantial influence over agriculture and 

rural development policies. For instance, in the early 1960s, a proposal was 

submitted by one of these organisations, Australian Woolgrowers and Graziers 

Council to the Commonwealth government. It mainly emphasised the need for 

efficient dissemination of research results among farmers. This submission was 

one of the moves which culminated in the Commonwealth’s announcement of 

increased financial assistance for extension service delivery from the second half 

of the 1960s. This was considerably larger in financial terms than previous 

schemes and specifically included support for regional and applied research that 

was deemed essential for effective extension operation. Under the general 

umbrella of support for extension and associated regional research, particular 

attention was directed to support for training projects, information services and 

farm business management activities (Williams, 1968; Department of Primary 

Industries, 1980). 

Under government support, agriculture flourished and most farmers in Australia 

experienced unprecedented prosperity during the 1950s and 1960s (Mauldon and 

Schapper, 1973; Burvill, 1979). The rapid mechanisation of farming during this 

era, while contributing to an accelerated rise in the cost of farming, also led to a 

steady growth in farm holdings and improved efficiency (Greble, 1979; Tonts, 

1998). With farms getting larger and highly specialised, the need for more 

complex, individually tailored, technical, management and marketing information 

increased further (Cary, 1998; Marsh and Pannell, 2000b). This again led to an 

increasing emphasis on farm management systems and constant demand for the 



53 

 

educational and advisory role of extension (Cary, 1993; Marsh and Pannell, 

2000a). 

 

The model that pervaded Australian agricultural extension during the 1950s and 

1960s was clearly top-down, and fits squarely with the ‘science-push’ paradigm 

discussed in Chapter 2. Thus, farmers were largely passive recipients of 

information from government agencies and other research bodies (see Fig 3.1). 

Rarely were farmers incorporated into either research and development or 

extension practice in any meaningful way (Williams, 1968, Cary 1998; Marsh and 

Pannell, 2000a; Hunt, et al., 2012). Although the ‘science-push linear model’ had 

considerable impact in influencing agricultural production initially, by the late 

1970s and early 1980s it was gradually being recognised as a flawed model. Rapid 

advances in science, and the inability of the top-down system of extension to 

accommodate local variability and the needs of individual farmers, saw a shift 

towards approaches that involved greater levels of participation. 

 

Technology Extension 

Worker
Farmer

State Department of Agriculture

CSIRO,

Universities

Private sector involvement

Private consultants

Agribusiness

Limited 

involvement

Basic Research 
Applied Research 

One-on-one production based technology transfer

 

Fig 3.1: Dominant extension paradigm until the 1980s                                             

(Source: The Author) 
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3.3.1 The declining relative importance of agriculture and 

associated policy changes towards agriculture and extension 

 

By the 1980s, the rapid growth of agriculture had gradually slowed down, and 

there was a steady decline in agriculture’s contribution to gross domestic product 

(Lawrence, 1987). Agriculture’s share of GDP fell from around 14 per cent in the 

early 1960s to slightly more than 5 per cent by the early 1980s (Productivity 

Commission, 2005). Around the same time, there was a decline in the price of 

major agricultural commodities due to global overproduction, and the price of 

inputs rose steadily. This led to a severe ‘cost-price’ squeeze and many farmers, 

especially those with small enterprises, struggled to remain viable (Lawrence, 

1987). The combined impact of these, together with diminishing levels of political 

support, resulted in lower levels of public investment in agricultural development 

and extension. Various strategies, such as the Rural Adjustment Scheme, were 

promoted which essentially encouraged the exit of small inefficient producers 

from agriculture, while encouraging larger producers to expand their operations 

and take advantage of scale economies (Tonts, 1998; Cokfield and Botteril, 2006). 

The emergence of neoliberal policies during the 1980s saw an increased focus on 

microeconomic reforms, which emphasised a shift from state paternalistic policies 

towards a more market-oriented position (Botterill, 2004; Tonts and Siddique, 

2011). Australian agriculture during this era moved from a complex array of 

government interventions, to one of the most economically liberal in the world 

(Botterill, 2000; Hunt, et al., 2012). As part of an increased emphasis on 

agricultural deregulation, public sector services like extension were under severe 

scrutiny. An important question being asked was: could extension be left with the 

private providers? Why was government involvement needed? (Marsh and 

Pannell, 1998; 2000b). 

 

Several justifications were provided by economists against government 

intervention, and instead favoured increased involvement of the private sector in 

extension service delivery to farmers (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a). It was argued 

that agricultural information had ‘private-good’ characteristics. With the increase 
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in farm size and advancing specialisation in agriculture, there was a need for more 

specific and sophisticated technical and marketing information that had to be 

tailored to individual farms. Policy makers contended that information that is only 

valuable within a local region or, particularly, on a single farm, lacks most or all 

of the ‘public-good’ characteristics (Coutts, 1997; Dart et al., 1998; Marsh and 

Pannell, 2000a; Nabben et al., 2000).  

While the ‘private-good’ characteristics of agricultural information favoured 

private sector involvement in extension service delivery, the idea of ‘market-

failure’ recognised and legitimised reasons for government involvement in the 

provision of specific information not provided by the private sector (Marsh and 

Pannell, 1999; 2000a). For instance, it was contended that the private sector 

would not get involved in the provision of information that they had no control 

preventing its use by anybody who wanted it. The justification was that, in such a 

case, fees cannot be charged by the provider and hence, if such information was 

left entirely to the market, it would not be provided at all (Marsh and Pannell, 

2000a). Also, government intervention was expected to be the better option in the 

case of issues dealing with environment and natural resource management (SELN, 

2006).  

 

The concept of market failure, although not very explicit, had a substantial 

influence on the agricultural advisory process. Concerns were expressed by 

economists that government involvement in services that could be better provided 

by the private sector might inhibit the private enterprise from providing the same 

service (Marsh and Pannell, 1998; 2000a). Around the same time governments 

were increasingly promoting the concept of ‘self-reliance’ in agriculture and 

regional policies, as part of their broader policy framework towards improving 

efficiency. Rural producers were told to become less dependent on government 

support and develop a more entrepreneurial attitude to financial and 

environmental risk (Sorenson and Epps, 1993; Higgins, 2001; Botterill, 2002; 

Cockfield and Botterill, 2006). 
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In many respects Australia had a head start over many other countries in thinking 

about, and implementing, change in the public funding and delivery of extension. 

This was mainly because the agriculture sector in Australia had a relatively long 

history of producing and trading in more or less free domestic markets and, in 

particular selling a large proportion of their agricultural outputs in export markets 

over which they had little control. There has been relatively little direct 

government intervention in farmer’s production decisions and thus no history of 

seeking cross compliance initiatives at the farm level (Cary, 1998). Nevertheless, 

the reforms had considerable impacts for both the agricultural sector as a whole, 

and extension in particular. 

 

3.4  Impact of reforms 

 

The impact of the above changes was significant for extension practice within 

Australia. As noted by Vanclay and Lawrence (1995) extension was in a ‘state of 

crisis’ brought on by pressure relating to finance, effectiveness, legitimation and 

ideology. Several reforms were brought about, both within agriculture and 

extension, with particular emphasis on efficiency and effectiveness. The policy 

changes resulted in fewer funds for both agriculture and particularly for extension 

service delivery across Australia (Cary, 1998; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 

Fitzpatrick, 2011).  

 

In response to the broader policy changes and reduced funding, government 

agencies changed their focus in three ways. First, government withdrew from 

areas perceived to be adequately supplied by the private sector. This was partly 

due to funding restrictions and to the policy directives emphasising the need to 

address areas of public rather than private good. In line with the move towards 

encouraging the ‘user-pays’ philosophy, many state departments of agriculture 

completely withdrew from the provision of some services, or started charging for 
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‘private-good
3
’ services. Second, in accordance with the policy directives to 

incorporate change in reporting frameworks across the public sector, a ‘new 

management’ structure of identifying objectives and reporting formally against 

this objective was adopted by most departments of agriculture, which had 

considerable influence over the information provided by them. There was a shift 

from focus on production-based research to one with a sharper focus on marketing 

(Fitzpatrick, 2011). Third, there was greater emphasis on group-based approaches 

with a strong focus on increased farmer participation in research and development 

activities (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a).  

These trends are consistent with those described in Chapter 2. The 1980s 

witnessed major reforms in the public sector extension system of most countries, 

mainly due to the reduced budget allocations for extension. Most governments 

adopted varied innovation reforms in their public sector extension systems that 

resulted in a reduction in direct government provision of extension services (Cary, 

1998; Rivera and Qamar, 2003; Van den Ban and Samanta, 2005; Hu et al., 2012). 

There was also a steady increase in private sector involvement in the funding and 

delivery of both agricultural research and extension. These developments meant a 

greater reliance on participatory approaches as the preferred means of information 

generation and dissemination and consequently a greater emphasis on interaction and 

partnership between famers and the broader agricultural industry (see Chapter 2).  

3.4.1 Change in the role and operation of departments of agriculture 

Within Australia, policy changes, especially since the 1990s, have resulted in a 

reduction in state departmental budgets in real terms both from state sources and 

industry funds. Cutbacks in funding put pressure on state departments of 

agriculture, forcing them to review and restructure the service being provided 

(Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; Nabben et al., 2000; Fitzpatrick, 2011). The 

                                                 
3
 ‘Private good’ here relates to the information in agriculture that is of value only within a local 

region, or, on a single farm.  
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departments of agriculture moved away from their traditional production-based 

information dissemination role and adopted strategies to provide a more 

accountable, participatory and business approach focused on the market and 

customers which meant that they have explicitly stated objectives of 

acknowledging their client’s needs. Some set up formal links with industry in an 

attempt to ensure that industry needs are met (Marsh and Pannell, 1999; 2000a; 

2000b; Nabben et al., 2000). Various interpretations of the Funder-Purchaser-

Provider (FPP) model
4
, as an organisational model were being implemented by 

the departments of agriculture in most states. This model allows for ‘activity-

based’ or accrual auditing, seen by its advocates as being important to improve 

accountability.  

Although the implementation of this model varies from state to state, for most 

agencies it means clearly separating and distinguishing the agency role as the 

purchaser of services on behalf of the government from its possible role as 

provider of those services (Marsh and Pannell, 1999; 2000a). The adoption of the 

model enabled agencies to ‘outsource’ or contract out services, which meant 

government-provide-funding for privately-delivered services (Cary, 1993). As the 

principles of the model are implemented and outsourcing of activities increasingly 

occurs within public-sector agencies, opportunities for private consultants and 

agri-business to deliver government-funded research and extension programs has 

further improved (Marsh and Pannell, 1999). Regionalisation
5

 is also being 

promoted to varying degrees in each state in an attempt to promote integration 

across agency programs and negotiation with clients on better service provision 

(Nabben et al., 2000; Frontier Economics, 2006). Agricultural departments are 

also adopting ‘user-pay’ philosophies, charging for information delivery.  

                                                 
4

 Funder-Purchaser-Provider model requires the separation of policy and service delivery 

responsibilities. The implementation of this model involves effective benchmarking of the cost of 

services.  
5
  Regionalisation is a policy where regional managers act as providers under the FPP model to 

ensure integration across the State Department of Agriculture’s programs and negotiate with 

clients on service provision. 
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3.4.2 Changes in organisations involved in funding agricultural 

research, development and extension in Australia 

One of the outcomes of the broader policy changes was an increase in the number 

of stakeholders involved in funding and delivering research, development and 

extension services within Australia (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; Fulton et al., 

2003; Boyer and Shanks, 2007). Most evident was the growing involvement in 

funding research, development and extension by the Commonwealth, and the 

growing involvement of the private sector. One of the major initiatives was the 

establishment of a number of Research and Development Corporations (RDCs) 

and Research Councils
6
 with the aim of making government-funded agricultural, 

research, development and extension more relevant and accountable (Jarrett, 

1990). The RDC model initiated formally by the government in the late 1980s is 

unique to Australia and is a partnership between the industry and the 

Commonwealth government. The Australian government provides dollar for 

dollar matching of industry expenditure on research and development up to a limit 

of 0.5 per cent of each industry’s gross value of production (Productivity 

Commission, 2011; Grant, 2012).  

 

At present there are 15 different RDCs, representing all major sectors of 

commodity production in Australia. The RDCs now play an increasingly 

important role in enabling agricultural research and extension within Australia by: 

1) setting priorities for primary industry research, development and extension in 

accordance with government preferences and industry needs identified; 2) 

purchasing research, development and extension services from providers such as 

the state and territory agricultural departments, universities, CSIRO, Cooperative 

Research Centres (CRCs) and the private sector; and; 3) communicating research 

findings to industry. In particular, they play an important role in extension 

activities, by notably coordinating technology transfer activities, and ensuring that 

                                                 
6
 The research councils have a joint agreement between different research providers, such as 

RDCs, universities, government organisations, CSIRO, for undertaking research and development 

activities into specific areas. The research councils receive public funding for undertaking 

research, which must be matched by the participant’s cash and in-kind contributions.  
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extension agendas match research priorities (Marsh and Pannell, 2000b; Frontier 

Economics, 2006; Productivity Commission, 2012). Fig 3.2 illustrates the RDC 

model in Australia. RDCs now play an increasingly important role in enabling 

agricultural research and extension (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 2000b; 

Productivity Commission, 2012; Grant, 2012).  

 

Fig 3.2: Research and Development Corporation model                                             

Source: (Productivity Commission, 2011) 

 

Some of the outcomes of the increasing influence of the RDC model were: 1) 

greater allocation of funds for demand-driven research and extension that matches 

the RDCs priorities and an increased accountability need; 2) demand for more 

cross-industry and national agendas of research and extension initiatives forcing a 

requirement for better public/private sector liaisons; 3) increased questioning 

about infra-structure costs, and    “in-kind” contributions estimated by government 

organisations, including the universities and the CSIRO; and 4) demanding for 

more private-sector participation in research and extension programs (Marsh and 

Pannell, 2000b).  
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These developments also impacted the mode of functioning of public sector 

organisations, such as the CSIRO and universities, which earlier, mainly dealt 

with basic research. With the increasing reliance on external funding especially 

from RDCs, there has been a major shift in research activities towards applied 

research (Godden, 1997; Marsh and Pannell, 2000b). For instance, now only 60 

per cent of the CSIRO’s funding for agriculture and food-related research and 

development comes from Commonwealth block grants, the remainder comes from 

contestable sources, of which around a quarter is from RDCs (Productivity 

Commission, 2011). Similar to the CSIRO, in the last two decades, universities 

have improved their partnership with RDCs and have conducted more project-

based and applied research.  

These changes meant the involvement of a complex web of providers and 

investors with strong interconnections, in agricultural, research, development and 

extension activities within Australia. Consequently, participatory group-based 

approaches increasingly gained prominence as the accepted model for agricultural 

research, and extension activities. These approaches while favouring multi-

stakeholder partnerships, emphasised increased integration and learning between 

different disciplines (science, extension, community and policy) and greater 

involvement of farmers in the generation and dissemination of relevant 

information (Leeuwis, 2000; Nettle and Kenny, 2006). This trend reflects a 

diversion from the top-down linear model of technology transfer to an approach 

that emphasises more complex and social processes at work and reflect a 

significant difference in the way science policy relationships are understood. 

Despite of concerns regarding the clarity and implications of this approach in 

practice, the multidisciplinary concept rapidly became the catch-phrase for most 

agricultural and environmental projects (Kerkhoff, 2005; Nettle and Kenny, 

2006).  

Under the changed circumstances, farmer groups increasingly gained acceptance 

as the preferred means of information generation and dissemination in agriculture. 
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These groups while promoting greater farmer participation also act as a forum for 

the integration of the diverse range of stakeholders in agricultural research and 

development activities. Fig 3.3 illustrates some of the significant stakeholders in 

Australian agriculture.  

State Department of Agriculture

Research Organisations

e.g. Universities, CSIRO

Rural Research and                  

Development   Corporations

Cooperative Research Centres

Agribusiness

Private Consultants

Farmer 

groups 

 

Fig 3.3 Stakeholders playing significant role in agricultural knowledge   

production and dissemination                                                                                                                   

(Source: The Author) 

 

3.4.3 The emerging role of grower groups 

Although the group-based approach is not a new phenomenon in Australia, 

increasing focus on group approaches has developed since the formation of 

Landcare groups in the 1980s and 1990s. These were community-based groups 

with a focus on responding to environmental degradation problems. The Landcare 

program was a partnership between the Australian Conservation Foundation and 
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National Farmers Federation. Originally initiated in the state of Victoria, these 

groups were embraced by governments throughout Australia (Curtis et al., 1993; 

Curtis and Lacy, 1996). The Commonwealth government, under the ‘National 

Soil Conservation Program’, committed $360 million for 10 years, between 1990 

and 2000
7
, for the purpose of carrying out environmental conservation programs 

through Landcare groups (Curtis et al., 1993; Cary, 1998).  

The main approach was the sharing of problems and ideas among group members, 

while working together to tackle common problems, thus, in the process, 

continuously learning about land and resource management (Curtis and Lacy, 

1996). The land care movement
8
 was an exclusive program in Australia, in the 

sense that before it, there was little community empowerment and no focus point 

for community involvement as equal partners with governments (Compton, et al., 

2006). 

 

From the 1990s, various brand name groups
9
 (Target 10

10
, Topcrop

11
) were 

promoted by RDCs especially to disseminate the results of their funded research 

and were essentially seen as sources of information retailing (Frontier Economics, 

2006). Local ‘best practice’ groups were also increasingly promoted in some 

states like Queensland. These groups emphasised participatory learning as a 

means to gain an understanding about relevant problem issues. This in turn helped 

to ensure that the solutions generated were relevant and effective due to the 

stakeholder’s participation in the solution generation process (Marsh and Pannell, 

2000b). Various group approaches, focusing especially on human resource 

development, were also promoted. For instance, the Farm Management 500 

                                                 
7
 The period between 1990 and 2000 was declared as the ‘decade of landcare’. 

8
 Landcare movement signifies the national movement in Australia promoting land conservation.  

9
 Brand name groups are mostly oriented to technology transfer.  

10
 Target 10 was conceived as a dairy extension project focusing mainly on the benefits to dairy 

farmers by maximising the consumption of pasture grown on their farms. 
11

 Topcrop was dedicated to best practice in grain growing enterprises through its crop monitoring 

packages. 
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(FM500)
12

 program commenced with the broad objective of helping farmers to 

improve farm management practices. The main emphasis within this program was 

learning through interaction with others in the group (Cary and Wilkinson, 1994; 

Marsh and Pannell, 2000b).  

 

The early 1990s also witnessed the emergence of farmer initiated and managed 

production-focused groups throughout Australia. These are community-based 

groups of farmers who apply local knowledge together with support from 

government agencies, to focus on production issues at local and regional levels 

(Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). While the groups tend to emerge for particular 

local or sectoral reasons, most aim to increase production and profitability of their 

farm business through the adoption of new technology (Gianatti and Carmody, 

2003; Boyer and Shanks, 2007).  

 

They usually vary in structure (formal/informal), number of employees (usually 

between 0 and 5), area of coverage (state-wide, regional and local), types of 

activities undertaken (large/small events), group collaborations (engagement with 

government agency, research institution or industry partnerships), type of research 

and development (own research; partner in collaborative projects) and time frame 

(long term, short-to-medium term and short term goals) (Gianatti and Carmody, 

2007). Their main focus is to bring agronomic and farming systems research to 

the members local area to generate practical and locally-adopted solutions 

(Hassall and Associates, 2004; Gianatti and Carmody, 2003).  

 

In essence, the two essential activities of these groups are to: 1) conduct research 

trials, and 2) communicate the results of that work. For most of their information 

needs, the groups access research that has already been conducted and adapt it to 

their region. On-farm testing of known technology is usually conducted on group 

member’s farms to analyse economic viability. New issues or concepts that 

                                                 
12

 Farm management program is a network of ongoing farm management discussion groups 

facilitated by private consultants.  
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farmers have little or no prior information about are investigated in the local area 

in partnership with the State Department of Agriculture, research organisation or 

agribusiness. The groups thus play an important role in adding value to the final 

outputs of many programs such as the adaptability of new crops, soil testing, 

fertiliser regimes, and new technology.  

A key characteristic of these groups is their ability to build constructive 

partnerships with the wider agricultural industry (Campbell, 1992). They work in 

partnership with government agencies (State Department of Agriculture), research 

organisations (CSIRO, universities and others), agribusiness, consultants and the 

local community to carry out many of their research, development, and extension 

activities. The activities of these groups are usually seen as belonging to the suite 

of participatory extension methodologies that feature in the extension literature 

(Black, 2000; Llewellyn, 2007). However, the farmer group movement in 

Australia has, in many instances, gone beyond the range of international 

participatory research and extension models (see McCowan, 2001) and has 

redefined ‘participation’ (Black, 2000; Llewellyn, 2007). Birchip Cropping Group 

in Victoria is one prominent example.  

 

For some of these groups, that employ their own researchers, and directly receive 

a major research and development funding, the concept of participation becomes 

very different. In some cases it is the traditional research organisations and 

researchers that are now encouraged to become participants at the invitation of the 

farmers (Llewellyn, 2007). The research focus of the group is usually defined by 

the objectives of the group, generally designed by the members with assistance 

from a facilitator or scientists. Together the farmers and scientists are involved in 

the research, the results of which are communicated to farmer members and the 

wider industry through various group events and publications such as field 

days, crop updates, and newsletters (Fig 3.4).  
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Fig  3.4. Emerging research–extension model in Australian agronomy and 

farming systems                                                                                                                         

(Source: Llewellyn, 2007) 

 

Gianatti and Carmody (2007) classified grower group’s involvement in the 

research process at three levels: (1) Identification and supply of field sites: Groups 

are in a position to liaise with their members and organise trial sites for 

researchers in their local area. These help the researcher to coordinate and work 

with host farmers. Involving growers in the research project not only helps to 

ensure an active contribution from their side but also enables the scientist to get 

proper information about local conditions as well as detailed knowledge regarding 

farmer’s paddocks. This means that results are more credible and applicable. The 

results are usually communicated to group members and other farmers through 

various communication channels used by the group such as newsletters, trial book 

results, field days; (2) Roles within a larger project: In this type of collaboration, 

grower groups help to complete part of a major project; and (3) Co-development 

and leadership of research: Here, grower groups and research providers develop 

and implement a new project together. It can be either farmers identifying a 

knowledge gap in their farming system or research providers approaching groups 

with a new idea. In this kind of collaboration, the project outline is developed in 
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partnership between grower groups and researchers before submitting the funding 

application. 

 

It is important to note that while farmer groups are becoming increasingly 

important in contemporary agricultural systems, they are not necessarily a new 

phenomenon. Farmer groups in the form of agricultural societies existed in 

Western Australia as early as 1831, two years after European settlement in 1829 

(White, 2000). While many of these continued to play a role during the remainder 

of the 19
th

 century, the establishment of the Department of Agriculture in 1894 

saw research and extension activities become increasingly government oriented. 

This was a situation that continued, in large part, until the gradual government 

retreat from extension in the late 1980s. As a consequence, the number of grower-

led groups increased in the early 1990s, although some grower groups like the 

Moora-Milling Pasture Improvement group
13

, established in 1938, have longer 

histories (GGA, 2008).  

 

Increasingly seen as an important means of information dissemination, huge 

investments are being made by the research investment bodies like Grains 

Research Development Corporation (GRDC), Meat and Livestock Corporation, 

Australian Wool Innovation in grower group-based projects, trials and further 

extension of results. For example, GRDC has invested in 42 farming systems 

projects by research agencies and farmer groups in all grain growing regions of 

Australia, since 1996. Hassall and Associates (2004) reported that the GRDC 

invests $5.4 million a year into farming systems projects involving 23 grower 

groups located across all the major cropping zones. The inclusion of national 

initiatives like ‘Grain and Graze’
14

 almost doubles the investment which 

contributes to nearly 30% of GRDC’s total investment (Kearns, 2006).  

                                                 
13

 The Moora Milling Pasture Improvement Group (MMPIG), affectionately called  the ‘chocolate 

pig’(because of the M and M bit sounding like chocolate M & Ms) is the first pasture 

improvement group in Western Australia and likely to be the longest running grower group in 

Australia.  
14

 Grain and Gaze is a national research program funded by Meat and Livestock Association, 

Australian Wool Innovation, GRDC, Land and Water Australia, mainly aimed at improving the 

financial and environmental performance of mixed farming systems.  
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Although grower groups are now a common phenomenon in Australian 

agriculture, they occupy a significant position especially within the Western 

Australian agricultural extension paradigm. Gianatti and Carmody (2007) reported 

that the combined turnover from research and development of all major grower 

groups within Western Australia during 2005 was around $3.5 million. This 

highlights the growing commitment to grower group activities within the state. In 

2002, the Grower Group Alliance (GGA) was formed with the main intention of 

improving coordination among the different grower groups within the state and 

also to improve networking between grower groups and the wider agricultural 

industry (Gianatti and Carmody, 2007).  

 

3.5 Conclusion 

 

Extension strategies within Australia are still evolving with adaptations being 

implemented according to the broader policy changes (Hunt, et al., 2012). For the 

first half of the 20
th

 century improving agricultural production remained the 

central focus of public sector based extension activities, which mainly adopted the 

one-on-one mode of information delivery with a strong focus on the ‘science-push 

linear model’ of technology dissemination. However, radical changes in 

government policies and reduced budgetary allocations since the 1980s have 

greatly influenced the role of public sector organisations in extension service 

delivery to farmers, which underwent a series of adaptations to accommodate 

these shifts in policies. 

 

While this meant a retraction by public sector organisations in the provision of 

extension services, there was a corresponding rise in the involvement of the 

private sector and a range of stakeholders both in the funding and delivery of 

agricultural research and extension activities. Consequently, participatory 

approaches became the accepted mode of agricultural information generation and 

dissemination and farmer groups gained prominence as crucial organisations in 

agricultural knowledge production and diffusion.  
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However, given a lack of concrete data regarding the performance of group-based 

approaches, several authors have questioned the increasing emphasis of these 

approaches within Australia (see Woods et al., 1993; Vanclay and Lawrence, 

1995; Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; Nettle and Kenny, 2006; Gianatti and Carmody, 

2007). This especially holds true in case of Western Australia, where a range of 

grower groups now occupy the central place in the information generation and 

diffusion process within the state. While this chapter ultimately captures the 

logical move to participatory approaches followed by a discussion on the role and 

activities of grower groups in Western Australia, Chapter 4 examines the 

emergence, and evolution of grower groups with particular focus on how 

information is generated and shared within the groups. Chapter 5 then analyses 

the effectiveness of groups in promoting participatory interactive learning among 

its members.  
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4. Grower groups as communities of practice 

4.1 Introduction  

In Western Australia, farmer-led groups play a central role in agricultural 

knowledge production and diffusion. These are highly organised groups of 

farmers who, in collaboration with the wider agricultural industry, focus on 

farmer-relevant research, development and extension activities (see Chapter 3). In 

many respects, these groups fill the research and extension gap that emerged 

following the retreat of government agencies from these activities (Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007). In a number of cases, they also emerged either out of, or in 

parallel to, the Landcare groups that became common in Australia during the late 

1980s and early 1990s. This chapter discusses the qualitative results from 

interviews, participant observation and secondary sources of information to 

explore the emergence, evolution, and structure of the five selected case study 

groups. The quantitative results are then discussed within the context of the 

findings from the qualitative data to consider the characteristics of the grower 

group members, their extent of involvement in group activities and their opinion 

about effective modes of gaining information from the groups. From a conceptual 

perspective, this chapter suggests that elements of grower groups are consistent 

with ‘communities of practice’, as described in Chapter 2. It also argues that 

grower groups can play a role that is more important than simply oriented towards 

research and extension, but in helping to build social networks and develop social 

capital. 

 

4.2 Western Australian No-Till Farmers Association (WANTFA): 

State-wide group 

Emergence 

Formed in the early 1990s, WANTFA is the largest agronomic grower group in 

Western Australia who in partnership with researchers and wider industry, focus 
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on no-till1 systems, essentially by sharing member experiences and innovations 

through the group’s research and extension work. The group was originally 

formed to address the erosion problems experienced by farmers in the state. 

Massive wind and dust erosion were always a cause of concern for Western 

Australian farmers with isolated efforts made by a few innovative people (farmers 

and researchers) from as early as the 1960s who tried different forms of 

conservation agriculture to combat erosion problems with limited success 

(Conacher and Conacher, 1995; Hudson, 2012). However, it was not until the 

formation of WANTFA that no-till technology was widely accepted as a means of 

reducing soil erosion within the state (Hudson, 2012).  

The prelude to the group’s formation dates back to the early 1980s, with the 

development of a no-till technology by two farmer brothers in an attempt to 

reduce soil erosion. During the early 1980s the brothers faced serious top soil loss 

following heavy rains under conventional tillage practices. This motivated them to 

develop a seeding technology that was helpful in reducing soil erosion, 

particularly, during periods of high rainfall. They then contacted a researcher from 

the Department of Agriculture who was working on a similar technology. With 

the help of the researcher, contacts were established with other farmers and 

researchers within the state with similar ideas, resulting in the formation of a 

network of people interested in no-till. This paved the way for the creation of 

WANTFA (Hudson, 2012).   

This closely resembles the description of ‘community formation’ in the literature 

on communities of practice (see Chapter 2). Often a common subject of interest 

becomes the basis for the formation of a network of individuals leading to 

increased interactions and knowledge sharing on the topic of interest (Lave and 

Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; van Buuren and Edelenphos, 

2006; Carvajal, et al., 2008; Karner et al., 2011; Madsen and Noe, 2012). After 

the initial few interactions, at some point in time, the idea of formalising the 

                                                 
1
 No-till is sowing without prior cultivation and with little soil disturbance at seeding.  
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community is introduced into this loose network, the prospect of which then starts 

to redirect the people’s attention. They then start viewing their issues and interests 

as communal concerns and their relationship in the light of a potential community 

(Wenger et al., 2002; Cambridge; 2005; Coverdale, 2008).  

Evolution 

In the case of WANTFA, the network initiated by the researcher culminated in 13 

farmers and researchers formalising the group on 1
st
 April 1992 (W.A Grains 

Group, 2010; Lee, 2012). Together, they attempted to promote a new system of 

growing crops (minimum or no tillage) at a time when cultivation was the 

accepted practice (Swenson and Moore, 2009; Lee, 2012). In the words of Glynn 

(1996) this small group of people were the ‘innovation champions’, who often 

play a significant role in influencing the acceptance of any kind of transformative 

process or practice.  

However, it was the researcher from the Department of Agriculture who played a 

central role in WANTFA’s formation. Ray Harrington (one of the founder 

members of WANTFA), in an interview with Richard Hudson for the Australian 

Broadcasting Corporation (ABC) Radio, explained the significant role played by 

the researcher in the establishment of WANTFA: “We had these sixty farmers 

across the state trying to do no-till. I call them the lead revolutionaries. We were 

fighting a battle against erosion and we all know that with revolutions we need a 

leader, we need some glue to stick it all together and he was the man (referring to 

the researcher) who helped us put it all together” (Hudson, 2012). Often enough, 

in the early phase of development of a community of practice, leaders with their 

well-placed connections and informal authority offer the needed agility and 

responsiveness. The trust of community members in the leader and relationship 

formed through a shared agenda provides the required stimulus (Coakes and 

Clark, 2006). In a similar vein, Sorensen and Epps (1996) point to the critical role 

of local leadership in contributing to successful rural development strategies. 
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Within months of the formation of WANTFA, a meeting of interested farmers 

was organised (by the Department of Agriculture researcher) at a research station 

operated by the Department, and was attended by a group of 30 people where the 

inaugural office bearers were elected (Lee, 2012). The group was modelled on the 

Manitoba North Dakota Zero Tillage Farmers Association
2
 and promoted various 

means of farmer learning from its early days. Immediately following their 

formation, the group launched their magazine and newsletter, and organised 

conferences, seminars, field days and study tours (both within and outside the 

country). These activities formed routine components of its attempts to encourage 

learning about, and adoption of, no-till farming (Bligh, 1995; Lee, 2012). This 

practice of initiating knowledge-sharing events immediately following a group’s 

launch, according to Wenger et al., (2002) is an important indicator of the 

likelihood of success, since these activities can galvanise support and generate 

further interest.   

More members joined WANTFA as the group evolved. As described by Bligh 

(1995) these were ‘early days’ in the adoption of no-till sowing within the state. 

However, despite the gradual increase in the level of interest amongst farmers 

(who mostly concentrated on bigger systems issues and longer-term sustainable 

benefits), the no-till concepts did not get the needed support from the State 

Department of Agriculture during its initial days. In some respects this is ironic 

given that one of its own staff was a ‘champion’ for the group and its agenda. Yet 

this seemed to be overwhelmed by the negative scientific reports on no-till by 

other scientists in the Department (Bligh, 1995; Crabtree, 2000; Swenson and 

Moore, 2009). However, despite a degree of antagonism between WANTFA and 

the Department, the group made steady progress in terms of influence, 

membership and technological innovation.  

                                                 
2
 Manitoba Zero Tillage Farmers Association is a non-profit producer directed association in North 

America formed in 1982, engaged in the promotion of zero tillage production systems through 

facilitating exchange of ideas, encouraging research and disseminating zero tillage information. 
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The development of no-till seeding equipment, in partnership with a local 

manufacturing company in its third year, was a turning point in WANTFA’s 

growth. The equipment developed was ultimately adopted by most of the lead 

growers in the state, which provided the needed incentive for other companies to 

invest in WANTFA’s research and since then the group has been actively 

promoting no-till machinery (W.A. Grains Group, 2010) (see Plate 4.1). With 

increased research and development activity the group steadily evolved with 

members joining from all over the state.  

 

Plate 4.1 No-till machinery displayed at the WANTFA field day                                         
(Source: Grower Group Alliance) 

 

 

Until around this time, the group had no staff and most of the activities were 

managed by a team of committee members. This required considerable volunteer 

commitment in terms of time and resources. A former president of the group 

describes the enormous demands during the initial years of the group’s 

development:  
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I was the group leader in the past and was putting in quite a bit of my 

time, probably a day a week and at the time when we did not have an 

executive officer I was putting in up to three months a year. That’s too 

much to do and that’s why I presume I am a bit slower today 

(Interviewee no. 013). 

 

 

 

According to Roberts Evaluation Pty Ltd (2008) it is quite a natural phenomenon 

in the early phase of development in the life of most farmer groups when, in the 

absence of staff, most of the group activities are managed by members of the 

committee. They further added that it is especially crucial at this early stage for 

groups to adopt strategies such as maintaining a proper rotation of members in 

and out of the committee at regular intervals to ease the pressure amongst the 

committee members. This is essential to ensure the progression of the 

organisation, and to avoid the sort of volunteer burnout that can often affect 

community organisations in rural areas (Tonts, 2005).  

 

 

By the fifth year of operation (1997), WANTFA membership had rapidly climbed 

to more than 600 members. In the same year, a significant breakthrough was 

accomplished in terms of research and development when a partnership was 

initiated with the Grains Research and Development Corporation (GRDC
3
). With 

funds from GRDC, the group appointed its first staff (Lee, 2012). As part of its 

investment plans, the GRDC also established a trial site in the central wheatbelt 

region in response to the need for conducting long-term research to assess the 

benefits of the no-till system (GRDC, 2009). This trial site soon became the 

centre-piece for most of WANTFA’s subsequent projects and trials.  

 

 

Together with the investment from GRDC and other partners from the 

government and private sectors, WANTFA carried out some high profile no-till 

                                                 
3
 As described earlier in Chapter 3, the GRDC is one of the Commonwealth research and 

development corporations formed in 1990 to enable agricultural research and extension in 

Australia.  
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demonstrations and extension activities (GRDC, 2009). As a result there was a 

rapid rise in group membership, and by 2002 WANTFA had nearly 1400 

members (both farmers and researchers throughout the state as well as some 

interstate members). Notwithstanding the occasional fluctuations, the group 

maintained steady membership number for the next few years (Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007). Between the years 1998 to 2009, the number of no-till adopters 

within Western Australia rose from 25 per cent to 90 per cent (Llewellyn and 

D’Emden, 2008). This accelerated rate of adoption was very quick by extension 

standards (typically change in agriculture takes 10+ years) (W.A Grains Group, 

2010). Indeed, the erosion problem, profitability and the suitability of the no-till 

practice influenced the rate of adoption, WANTFA through its research, 

development, and extension played a major role.  

 

 

By the year 2010 WANTFA membership had fallen to around 500 growers 

(GGA, 2011). It is likely that the widespread adoption of no-till technology 

among the growers within the state contributed to a decreasing level of 

membership, since the approach is no longer seen as being anything particularly 

unusual. The shifting (or broadening) focus of the group as a result was evident 

from the shift in focus from the narrow spotlight on no-till technologies to an 

increased attention on broader aspects of conventional farming techniques. 

Consequently, there was a refinement in the group’s management structure. 

WANTFA is now managed by a board comprising both farmers and scientists 

(Fig 4.1) 
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Fig 4.1 WANTFA management and administrative structure                                     

(Source: The Author) 

This shift in the group’s approach was explained by a group member:  

Being a state-wide grower group it’s very hard to try and be as close 

as other grower groups do it and we are working towards that. The 

other groups are doing a lot of demonstration work and I think we can 

try and move out of the demonstration a little bit and do more research 

type of thing which has more rigour and is scientifically proven. 

Having scientist in the board is helpful in this regard (Interviewee 

no.014).  

 

 

The board members are provided with the required support by a team of staff 

located at the group’s office at The University of Western Australia, Perth, and a 

regional office in Northam
4
. The staff in association with the collaborating 

partners administers most of the group’s trials and projects and, accordingly, there 

is now less need for member involvement in managing group research activities. 

As a past committee member described: “In the earlier days we used to do lot of 

hands on stuff, and that slowly diminished as we grew bigger, now we have 

                                                 
4
 Northam is a town in the Avon region (central wheatbelt) of Western Australia 
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enough staff to take care of the group issues” (Interviewee no. 013). A current 

committee member added:  

 

It’s true that, as a committee member, I have to put a little bit of work. 

I am doing a bit of work with the Project Officer, but I don’t think that 

involves a lot of time and I would not even consider about that. Now 

we have four or five meetings a year. With our staff and technology 

today things have become much simpler, we use teleconferencing 

facilities, emails so fair bit of communication is happening and yeah 

with all the staff that we have got, things are much easier (Interviewee 

no. 014). 

 

The group operates with the support and assistance from GRDC, Australian 

government, Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, corporate 

sponsors, events income and membership fee (WANTFA, 2011). In order to better 

improve its networking and information sharing capacity, the group has joined 

other networks like the Grower Group Alliance and the Conservation Agricultural 

Alliance of Australia and New Zealand (CAAANZ)
5
. WANTFA is also 

increasingly undertaking collaborative projects with other grower groups (e.g. 

Mingenew Irwin Group, Corrigin Farm Improvement Group) within Western 

Australia as mentioned by the group executive officer David Minkey in an 

interview with Richard Hudson for ABC radio: “Times are so tough out there, we 

have got to band together and associations like Western Australian Farmers 

Federation (WAFF), Grain Growers Association (GGA) and all the other grower 

groups around Western Australia like Liebe, MIG, Corrigin, SEPWA, Facey. We 

are all working together now, and unless we do that we are going to face tough 

times ahead” (Hudson, 2012). 

 

One of the challenges associated with the widely-dispersed membership for 

WANTFA is attracting member involvement in group activities. In the 

                                                 
5
 Besides WANTFA there are four more conservation farming organisations in Australia. CAANZ 

is a international group uniting all the five organisations in Australia with a New Zealand 

organisation to improve the flow of technical information across state and national boundaries.  
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questionnaire survey of group members conducted in 2010 (n=127
6
) as part of this 

study, more than 20 per cent respondents (n = 26) indicated that they did not 

participate in any of the group activities. 26.8 percent (n = 34) respondents spent 

one day, and 21.3 per cent (n = 27) on an average spent two days a year for group 

activities (Fig 4.2).  

 

Fig 4.2 Average member engagement in WANTFA group (n = 127) 

Referring to the literature on communities of practice, limited member 

involvement is a cause for concern, especially since providing sufficient 

opportunity for member engagement at different levels and interaction is regarded 

as an essential feature of an effective community (see Chapter 2). As noted by 

Wenger (1998) with CoP’s focus on sharing best practices and creating new 

knowledge to advance a domain of practice, ongoing interaction holds the central 

key for knowledge retrieval, utilisation, integration and transfer. Interactions help 

not only to deepen knowledge, but also enhance the sense of connectedness 

among the members for the development of a shared passion. Wenger et al., 

(2002) further added that often with large dispersed groups, individual members 

do not connect in personal ways, which shows enthusiasm, enjoyment, and the 

                                                 
6
 As discussed in Appendix A the questionnaire survey was conducted with 1237 members of all 

case study groups which included 127 WANTFA members. 
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willingness to give and reciprocate. Disconnected communities treat interactions 

simply as transactions and fail to bind members beyond specific exchanges.  

 

Often in the case of larger groups with a geographically dispersed membership 

base, such as WANTFA, there exists considerable diversity in the farming 

enterprise of members due to regional variation. This often makes broader focus 

difficult and hence larger groups tend to have a comparatively narrower focus. 

Table 4.1 and 4.2 depict the socio-demographic and farming enterprise attributes 

of WANTFA respondents. The survey sample (n = 127) was dominated by male 

respondents (91%) with a low proportion of females (8.7%). Most respondents 

were aged 50 to 59 years with most (56.7%) having more than 30 years farming 

experience. Most (49.6%) were secondary school educated. These features are 

consistent with average farmer characteristics in Australia and hence there seems 

to be a pattern of uniformity in the socio-demographic characteristics of 

WANTFA respondents (Mckenzie and Stehlik, 2005).  

However, with group members belonging to different regions of the state, there 

exist considerable variations among them in terms of farming enterprise attributes 

as evident from the survey sample. The sample consists of a heterogeneous mix of 

large and small farmers with 51.2 per cent respondents farming on 4000 hectares 

and above. The remaining sample consisted of 13.4 per cent farmers farming on 

an area between 3000 to 3999 hectares, 15.7 per cent farming between 2000 to 

2999 hectares, and 19.7 per cent farming on less than 2000 hectares of land. Most 

respondents followed a mixed cropping pattern, with significant differences in the 

areas under cultivation for each crop which varied according to the region.  
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TABLE 4.1                                                                                                                            

Socio-demographic characteristics of WANTFA respondents (n = 127) 

 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentages 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

4  

   

Gender 

 

 

Age (in years) 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

 

 

 

Farming Experience 

Male 

Female 

 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 to 49 

50 to 59 

60 plus 

 

Primary School 

Secondary School 

and above 

 

1 to 19 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 plus 

116 

11 

 

5 

19 

38 

40 

25 

 

1 

126 

 

 

21 

34 

43 

29 

     91.3 

       8.7 

       

       3.9 

     15.0 

     29.9 

     31.5 

     19.7 

     

     0.78 

     99.2 

 

     

    16.5 

    26.8 

    33.9 

    22.8 

     

   

 

  

In summary, a large proportion of members (48%) had a major portion of their 

land-holding under cereals (over 2000 hectares of land), with most growing pulses 

(66.1%), oilseeds (63.8%), and pasture (38.6%), on less than 1000 hectares of the 

total area under cultivation. More than 66 percent of respondents (n = 85) had 

livestock on farm.  
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TABLE 4.2                                                                                                                       

Farming enterprise details of WANTFA respondents (n = 127) 

S No.       Characteristics         Category Frequency Percentage 

1.  Total area under cultivation  Below 1000 8 6.3 

  1000 to 1999 17 13.4 

  2000 to 2999 20 15.7 

  3000 to 3999 17 13.4 

  4000 and above 65 51.2 

 

2 

 

Total area under cereals 

 

Nil 

 

1 

 

0.8 

  Below 1000 35 27.6 

  1000 to 1999 30 23.6 

  2000 to 2999 24 18.9 

  3000 to 3999 14 11.0 

  4000 and above 23 18.1 

 

3 
 

Total area under pulses 

 

Nil 

 

- 

 

- 

  Below 1000 35 27.6 

  1000 to 1999 84 66.1 

  2000 to 2999 4 3.1 

  3000 to 3999 2 1.6 

  4000 and above 2 1.6 

 

4 

 

Total area under oilseeds 

 

Nil  

 

32 

 

25.2 

  Below 1000 81 63.8 

  1000 to 1999 11 8.7 

  2000 to 2999 1 0.8 

  3000 to 3999 2 1.6 

  4000 and above - - 

 

5 
 

Total area under pasture 

 

Nil  

 

54 

 

42.5 

  Below 1000 49 38.6 

  1000 to 1999 15 11.8 

  2000 to 2999 4 3.1 

  3000 to 3999 2 1.6 

  4000 and above 3 2.4 

 

6 

 

Livestock on farm  

 

Yes 

 

85 

 

66.9 

  No  42 33.1 
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As expected, most respondents (51.3 per cent) considered group publications as 

an effective means of gaining information from the group (Fig 4.3). This finding 

is also supported by a survey conducted by WANTFA group amongst its 

members, where most indicated the group’s quarterly journal as the best 

information source from the group (WANTFA, 2011). This is consistent with the 

findings in the literature on communities of practice about the nature of 

communication in geographically-distributed groups. Hearn and White (2009) 

note that most geographically-spread community of practice tend to rely on media 

such as group publications, telecommunication, and the internet for getting the 

information across to members. Taking this into account, the very low (16 %) 

proportion of respondents indicating the group website as useful source of 

information is surprising. However, the lower preference for website as a source 

of information among WANTFA members seems more likely due to the presence 

of a higher proportion (51.2%) of older respondents (50 years and above) (see 

Table 4.1). A number of previous studies have found that older farmers are less 

likely to use the internet than younger farmers (Mishra and Williams, 2006; 

Briggeman and Whitacre, 2010).  

 

 

Fig 4.3 Effective means of gaining information for WANTFA members 

(n=127) 
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Often, farmers prefer information that is easily interpreted and presented in such a 

way that it is easily understood. This interpretation is what typically happens 

during field days and in interactions with other farmers, and this makes group 

events important means of learning (Easdown and Starasts, 2004). This explains 

the considerable proportion of WANTFA respondents indicating group events 

(45.6%) and interactions (42.5%) as important means of learning, despite 

concerns raised about accessibility.  

 

Now in its twentieth year of operation, the group has come a long way from its 

modest beginning as a small group of ‘like-minded’ farmers and researchers 

focused on developing a new system of growing crops without damaging soil 

structure (Swenson and Moore, 2009; Lee 2012). It has sustained the change: 1) 

from a narrow focus on no-till to incorporate a broader objective of promoting 

widespread adoption of practices, such as, permanent residue retention, diverse 

crop rotations, and minimal compaction, considered crucial elements of 

conservation farming; 2) withstood the change in membership base (from over 

1400 to slightly more than 500 members); and 3) a new structure of operation 

(from management committee to a board).  

 

4.3 The Stirling to Coast Farmer Group (SCFG): Local group 

 

Emergence  

 

The Stirling to Coast Farmer Group is a local group based in Albany
7
. The group 

was developed out of a need to accommodate research based on local 

requirements and a commitment to improve interaction among farmers in the 

region (Albany, Plantagenet, and Cranbrook). It was officially established in 2009 

(GGA, 2011). As with WANTFA, the formation of the group hinged on the 

leadership and commitment of a relatively small number of people. Perhaps most 

important was the individual widely attributed as the ‘founding member’. The 

                                                 
7
 Albany is a port city in the Great Southern Region of Western Australia.  
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rationale for the group’s formation and a summary of the initial difficulties 

experienced in forming the group are reflected in the following:  

We want to get farmers together, to have more of a social gathering, 

swap ideas. We wanted to create this nice social atmosphere, it’s fun 

together, look after each other. We all grew up together, such a small 

community, that’s your life, a friendly atmosphere. We wanted to try 

and get some focus of research in our area. We as individuals are 

hopeless and when 40 farmers conglomerate, it’s good. Yet initially 

nobody wanted to do it. I asked my fellow farmers to join me to start a 

group and some of them were like, what’s the point? We are busy 

people, who has the time? We did not wanted to force anybody and 

hence waited to get the needed support and organised a meeting when 

we finally had enough backing (Interviewee no.040).  

Similar to WANTFA, technical support was provided by a researcher from the 

Department of Agriculture along with assistance from a high profile local leader, 

who was also involved with a land conservation group in the region.  

Evolution 

By the second year the SCFG had 40 farmers and a few corporate members
8
 and 

was managed by a team of 16 committee members (all farmers). As the group 

evolved steadily, the founding members continued providing their support. The 

founder of the group took over as the group president, the local leader accepted to 

voluntarily serve as the group executive officer for two days a week, and the 

researcher continued providing the technical support needed. The group had a 

total of 45 members by the year 2012. Fig 4.4 shows the structure and 

management of the group.  

                                                 
8
 The Corporate memberships is meant for agribusiness wishing to be involved with the group, but 

are not sponsors.  
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Stirling to Coast Farmer Group 

Part time staff 

16      

Farmers

Administration

Executive              

Officer

Researcher

Aid and advise

Management

Committee

 

Fig 4.4 SCFG management and administration structure                                          

(Source: The Author) 

Several studies have highlighted the crucial role played by leaders in a community of 

practice’s evolution, starting from its initiation to the later phases where they continue 

to provide organisational support (Wenger et al., 2002; Morgan, 2011). The vitality, 

influence and networks of the group leader are some of the most crucial factors in a 

community’s success especially in the early stages of development (American 

Productivity and Quality Center, 1999; Wenger et al., 2002).  

In the absence of a full-time staff member, most of the group trials and 

demonstrations are conducted by the members, with committee members taking 

up the bulk of the work. In the questionnaire survey (n = 9) conducted among 
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group members in 2010, a large proportion of respondents (66.6%) on an average 

were spending between 10 and 30 days per year on group activities (Fig 4.5)
9
.  

 

 

Fig 4.5 Average member engagement in SCFG (n = 9) 

 

 

One of the strategies adopted by the group from its initial formation was to 

essentially remain confined to the local region, and not to become too large. In a 

number of interviews it was pointed out that geographically-spread groups tend to 

pull the community in many different directions, making it difficult to define and 

focus the community’s main aim (see also Wenger et al., 2002). As one of the 

SCFG member explained:  

We do not want to expand. We need to keep our focus narrow and try 

to do trials only as per the needs of our members. We would definitely 

not like to engage in trials just because a sponsor wants us to do it. I 

have seen groups doing that, getting bigger and getting lost 

(Interviewee no. 046).  

 

                                                 
9
 It should be noted that the group is very small with 40 members, and the survey sample is also 

small with nine members. Accordingly, the data should be treated with some care.  
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In case of the SCFG with membership confined to the local region limited 

variation existed among members in terms of their farming attributes (see Table 

4.4). All the respondents were male (n = 9), aged 30 years and above, with most 

(44.4%) having farming experience between 30 and 39 years (Table 4.3). Most of 

the respondents (77.8%) cultivated on more than 3000 hectares of land. Oilseeds 

(canola) were the main crop with 55 per cent (n = 5) cultivating canola on more 

than 1000 hectares of the total area under cultivation. 44.1 per cent (n = 4) 

respondents had cereals on more than 1000 hectares of their farm, while for most, 

pasture (88.9%), and pulses (33.3%) occupied less than 1000 hectares of their 

land. Except for one, all of the respondents (88.1%) had sheep on their property.  

 

TABLE 4.3                                                                                                                            

Socio-demographic characteristics of SCFG respondents (n = 9) 

 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

4  

   

Gender 

 

 

Age (in years) 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

 

 

 

Farming Experience 

Male 

Female 

 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 to 49 

50 to 59 

60 plus 

 

Primary School 

Secondary School and 

above 

 

1 to 19 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 plus 

9 

0 

 

- 

2 

2 

4 

1 

 

- 

9 

 

 

2 

2 

4 

1 

     100  

 

 

        - 

     22.2 

     22.2 

     44.4 

     11.1    

 

       - 

     100 

 

 

    22.2 

    22.2 

    44.4 

    11.1 
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TABLE 4.4                                                                                                                          

Farming enterprise details of SCFG respondents (n = 9) 

S No.  Characteristics         Category Frequency Percentage 

1.  Total area under cultivation  Below 1000 -          - 

  1000 to 1999 1 11.1 

  2000 to 2999 1 11.1 

  3000 to 3999 3 33.3 

  4000 and above 4 44.5 

 

2 

 

Total area under cereals 

 

Nil 

 

- 

 

- 

  Below 1000 5 55.5 

  1000 to 1999 3 33.3 

  2000 to 2999 1 11.1 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

 

3 

 

Total area under pulses 

 

Nil 

 

6 

 

66.6 

  Below 1000 3 33.3 

  1000 to 1999 - - 

  2000 to 2999 - - 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

 

4 

 

Total area under oilseeds 

 

Nil  

 

- 

 

- 

  Below 1000 4 44.4 

  1000 to 1999 4 44.4 

  2000 to 2999 1 11.1 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

 

5 

 

Total area under pasture 

 

Nil  

 

- 

 

- 

  Below 1000 8 88.8 

  1000 to 1999 - - 

  2000 to 2999 1 11.0 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

 

6 

 

Livestock on farm  

 

Yes 

 

8 

 

88.8 

  No  1 11.1 
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The group maintained a relatively low profile initially, and in its first two years 

limited itself mostly to conducting a few field days, crop updates, workshops, and 

farmer trials (GGA, Regional Meeting, 2010a). This initial slow period of growth 

is referred to as a period of incubation of a community of practice (Wenger et al., 

2002) and is seen normally as a period of building the necessary trust and 

commitment among members. However, communities of practice are particularly 

fragile at this stage, and face the challenge of balancing the need to let its 

members develop relationships and trust against the early need to demonstrate the 

value of the community. Community leaders and support staff can play a crucial 

role at this stage to nurture the community and get it moving to the next phase of 

growth (Wenger et al., 2002). 

Being in the formative years the group had no publication and no websites all the 

respondents (n = 9) indicated participating in group events and interactions as 

most effective means of gaining information (Fig 4.6). Most of the group events 

(trials, projects, field days, field walks) being organised at the local level are were 

well attended by the group members. As noted by Hearn and White (2009) group 

events are important in instilling ‘rhythm’ to a community’s growth, and are 

significant for providing venues for member interaction. They help to engage 

members in collaborative learning and knowledge sharing activities that meet 

individual and group goals while creating an increased cycle of participation and 

member interaction (see Chapter 2).  
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Fig 4.6 Effective means of gaining information for SCFG members (n = 9) 

A member while explaining the significance of participation in group activities 

emphasised their role in promoting interactive learning:  

We (referring to fellow farmer members) are all in a business together. 

Of course you learn through all those trials, field days and filed walks 

but you know sometimes you gain by just going to the meetings and 

talking to other members, its passing information I suppose. You get 

to interact with high quality people and learn from other people’s 

ideas and experience (Interviewee no. 048).  

 

 

Cambridge et al., (2005) note that for some member’s interaction and 

development of a wider network of peers forms an adequate reason for joining a 

community. As one of the SCFG committee member stated:  

The regular interactions are important as they give you a bit of 

psychological edge, friendship outside your area. Sometimes people 

are a bit reluctant to share the information but when they become part 

of a group, it helps develop the trust and people tend to share 

information more easily. I enjoy every bit of the experience 

(Interviewee no. 041).  
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Hearn and White (2009) note that, building trust occurs more naturally among the 

members of close-knit groups that are often localised and where membership 

boundaries are clear and the influence of the community reaches  as far as the 

region it covers .  

 

4.4 Regional groups 

While WANTFA and SCFG represented two extremes in terms of group structure, 

geography and functioning, the regional groups occupy a somewhat intermediate 

position between the two. While most of the administrative activities and 

technical facets are managed by a team of staff, the structure adapted by these 

groups also encourages considerable member involvement in the planning and 

implementation of group activities. Hassall and Associates (2004) notes that this 

type of structure helps to provide a strong foundation and higher member 

participation in group activities. A management committee is responsible for the 

governance of these groups and provide the needed support by several sub-

committees which function on a more or less operational level. Fig 4.7 provides 

the administrative and management structure of the regional grower groups. 

Regional groups

Staff Management Committee

Administration
Technical 

support 

Governance

Subcommittee

support

 
Fig 4.7 Administrative and management structure of regional groups                             

(Source: The Author) 
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The following section describes the evolution, and functioning of three different 

regional groups in Western Australia (Liebe Group, Mingenew Irwin Group, and 

the South East Premium Wheat Growers Association). Each of these groups has 

adopted a holistic perspective and covers a broad range of areas related to 

farming. While these groups share more or less a common structure, they differ in 

their mode of operation in accordance with group objectives. However, an 

interesting characteristic of all of these groups is their ability to maintain a more 

or less steady membership over a considerable period of time. While there are 

similarities between these regional groups, there are also subtle differences, as 

explained below in this section.  

4.4.1 South East Premium Wheat Growers Association (SEPWA)  

 

Emergence  

 
Formed in the early 1990s, SEPWA is based on the south coast (Esperance port 

zone) region of Western Australia covering 5.532 million hectares and is 

considered one of the biggest grower group’s in the state (Gianatti and Carmody, 

2007; GGA, 2011). The group formed mainly in response to the widespread 

perception that wheat in the Esperance region was of inferior quality to that of 

other regions within the state. The idea was to assist growers in the region to 

produce premium quality wheat, thereby improving their market position. Since 

then the group has moved on from their original objectives and has now adopted a 

broader approach, with aims to improve the profitability, sustainability and quality 

of grain production in the Esperance port zone.  

 

Evolution  

 

In 2007, SEPWA had a total membership of 200 farming businesses spread across 

the Esperance port zone (Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). Over the past few years, 

the group membership has steadily increased to 260 farm businesses with most 

members based in the Esperance region (GGA, 2011). The survey data indicated 
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that out of the total 66 SEPWA respondents, 30 (45.4%) belonged to other local 

groups in the Esperance region. The group operates by collaborating with the 

local groups in the region. While this helps SEPWA to cover the vast area under 

its operation, this is also perceived as an efficient means to stay relevant and for 

enhancing member engagement in group activities. One of the committee 

members explained:  

The group works as an umbrella organization over the smaller local 

groups and the smaller local field days are supported by SEPWA. It 

sponsors many of the farm trials that are available to the smaller 

groups. Our trial sites are located throughout the area so the local 

groups connect their sites and also with the relationship the group has 

with the Department of Agriculture helps in a lot of interaction with 

the smaller groups (Interviewee no. 024).  

 

 

Consequently, despite of large coverage area, the extent of non-participation 

by members was low (7.5 %). 15.1 per cent respondents (n = 10) on an 

average spent one day, 30.3 per cent (n = 20) spent two, and 16.6 per cent (n 

= 11) spent three days a year (Fig 4.8).   

 

 

 

Fig 4.8 Average member engagement in SEPWA (n = 66) 
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In order to get the information across to the members the group organises a range 

of regular events, such as field days, field tours, workshops, seminars, 

conferences, throughout the year. Besides group events, group publications such 

as newsletter, e-news, annual trial result booklets, and group website, also provide 

information to the members. Apart from the routine events organised for 

information dissemination purposes, the group also organises social events, such 

as, the grain growers dinner, sponsor’s night, and ladies day. These friendly 

events are seen as a means to promote interaction among the members apart from 

the interactions taking place among them during the group events (see Plate 4.2).   

 

 

Plate 4.2 Farmers interacting at the end of spring field day organised by 

SEPWA in Esperance                                                                                                                                       

(Source: The Author) 

While most of the SEPWA respondents (66.6%) considered participating in group 

activities as the most effective means of gaining information, 51.5 per cent (n = 

34) regarded interaction and 46.9 per cent (n = 31) regarded group publications as 

effective means of gaining information (Fig 4.9). However similar to the case of 
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WANTFA the large coverage of SEPWA influences member participation in 

group activities as explained by one of the group members: “We are based 200 km 

away from where SEPWA is. I can say that the group has definitely improved my 

contact levels but I have not gained much out of it. Being, far away I am not able 

to take part often” (Interviewee no.029). However, unlike WANTFAs broad 

membership base (state-wide and a few interstate members) most of SEPWA 

members being confined to a particular region (Esperance port zone), the extent of 

non-participation is comparatively lower (see Fig 4.8).  

 

 

Fig 4.9 Effective means of gaining information for SEPWA members (n = 66) 

SEPWA is managed by a team of 12 executive committee members consisting of 

farmers and industry representatives elected for a fixed term of 3 years. 

Establishing fixed tenure for the committee members helps to ensure regular 

rotation of members in and out of the committee. This, while reducing the risk of 

‘burn-out’ among group leaders, ensures the flow of fresh ideas into the 

committee (Wenger et al., 2002). The executive committee members meet 

regularly throughout the year (at least eight times with the exception of seeding 

and harvest time). Special consideration is given to nominate the executive 
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committee members from various regions in the Esperance port zone so that each 

member represents a different region that the group covers. This ensures the group 

remains relevant to member needs.  

Four sub-committees are elected to provide operational support to executive 

committee members: 1) Finance, Sponsorship and Governance; 2) Trials; 3) 

Events; and 4) Ladies sub-committee. Each deals with and is accountable for 

specific responsibilities. 1) The Finance, Sponsorship and Governance sub-

committee - takes care of compliance, group structure, executive officers and 

board review; 2) The Trials sub-committee - takes care of the group’s trial work; 

3) The events sub-committee - provides ideas and support for the various group 

events throughout the year; and 4) The Ladies sub-committee - is mainly 

responsible for encouraging networking among women members and building on 

their knowledge and role within the farming business. These sub-committees meet 

as and when required. In addition, the group has five staff (Executive Officer, 

Project Officer, Trials Coordinator, Media Officer and Book-keeper) to take care 

of administrative matters, based at the group’s office located next to the 

Department of Agriculture, Esperance. Being located in the same building helps 

to undertake collaborative ventures more efficiently.  

 

The structure of the group helps to ensure that executive committee members 

receive requisite assistance and at the same time provides adequate member 

involvement in group activities. Such an arrangement, while assisting to ease 

committee members responsibilities, also helps to improve the efficiency of the 

group leaders, as evidenced from the comments of a former president of the 

group:  

As a president of the group, you face so many challenges and get 

involved in people management, problem solving, group trials and 

projects, all of that sort of things and exposure to the next level of 

industry. Of course you will have to put in that extra bit of time and 

effort but it helps in your personal growth. You then have this 

amazing team of staff and sub-committee members to provide you 

assistance. It was absolutely positive, could not have got any better 

(Interviewee no. 023).  
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The group has established set of membership categories consisting of full-time, 

associate and corporate memberships. While the full-time membership is 

specifically meant for a farming business or an individual in a small business, the 

associate membership is available for one or more additional members of the farm 

business after a farmer membership. The corporate membership is meant for 

agribusiness wishing to be involved with the group, but is not a sponsor. Only 

full-time members have voting rights to elect the management committee 

members.  

 

The group operates with the support and assistance from its partners, mainly, 

Department of Agriculture and Food, Western Australia, Grains Research and 

Development Corporation, South Coast Natural Resource Management Inc
10

, 

CSIRO, The Commonwealth Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, 

The Rural Industries Research and Development Corporation and Combined 

Universities Centre for Rural Health
11

. The group has many sponsors and 

corporate members. Funding for group activities is mainly derived from sponsors, 

corporate members, partners and group membership (SEPWA, 2012). Tables 4.5 

and 4.6 provide details about SEPWA respondents’ socio-demographic and 

farming enterprise.  

 

Most of the respondents (83.3%) were male and aged from 50 to 59 years. 39.1 per 

cent were secondary school educated and 42.4 per cent had between 30 to 39 years 

farming experience. In terms of the farming enterprise, more than half of the 

respondents (53%) had over 4000 hectares of land under cultivation. While 53.1 per 

cent of the respondents had cereals on more than 2000 hectares of land, oilseeds 

(63.6%), pulses (66.7%), and pasture (42.4%), occupied less than 1000 hectares of 

land. With a large proportion of SEPWA membership mainly confined to the 

Esperance region there is not much variation in the farming pattern of its members.  

                                                 
10

 It is the peak regional group for NRM in the south coast of Western Australia. 
11

  It is a consortium of Western Australian universities funded by the Australian Government 

Department of Health and Aging. Its mission is to significantly contribute to the health of rural and 

remote Western Australian communities through education, professional development and 

research. 
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TABLE 4.5                                                                                                                                         

Socio-demographic characteristics of SEPWA respondents (n = 66) 

 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentages 

 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

4  

 

 

Gender 

 

 

Age (in years) 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

 

 

 

Farming 

Experience 

 

Male 

Female 

 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 to 49 

50 to 59 

60 plus 

 

Primary School 

Secondary School and 

above 

 

1 to 19 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 plus 

 

55 

11 

 

2 

12 

20 

24 

8 

 

0 

66 

 

 

11 

16 

28 

11 

 

 

83.3 

       16.7 

 

       3.0 

     18.2 

     30.3 

     36.4 

     12.1 

 

     0.00 

     100 

 

 

    16.7 

    24.2 

    42.4 

    16.7 
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TABLE 4.6                                                                                                                                 

Farming enterprise details of SEPWA respondents (n = 66) 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentage 

1.  Total area under cultivation  Below 1000 3          4.5 

  1000 to 1999 7 10.6 

  2000 to 2999 11 16.7 

  3000 to 3999 10 15.2 

  4000 and above 35 53.0 

 

2 

 

Total area under cereals 

 

Nil 

 

- 

 

- 

  Below 1000 20 30.3 

  1000 to 1999 11 16.7 

  2000 to 2999 14 21.2 

  3000 to 3999 4 6.1 

  4000 and above 17 25.8 

 

3 

 

Total area under pulses 

 

Nil 

 

16 

 

24.2 

  Below 1000 44 66.7 

  1000 to 1999 4 6.1 

  2000 to 2999 1 1.5 

  3000 to 3999 1 1.5 

  4000 and above - - 

 

4 

 

Total area under oilseeds 

 

Nil  

 

16 

 

24.2 

  Below 1000 42 63.6 

  1000 to 1999 7 10.6 

  2000 to 2999 - - 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above 1 1.5 

 

5 

 

Total area under pasture 

 

Nil  

 

26 

 

39.4 

  Below 1000 28 42.4 

  1000 to 1999 5 7.6 

  2000 to 2999 2 3.0 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above 5 7.6 

 

6 

 

Livestock on farm  

 

Yes 

 

49 

 

74.2 

  No  17 25.8 
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4.4.2 Mingenew Irwin Group (MIG) 

 

Emergence 

The MIG is a regional grower group based in the northern agricultural region of 

Western Australia, covering an area of approximately 300,000 hectares which 

mainly includes three shires (Mingenew, Irwin and Morawa) (Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007).  It was formed by merging two Land Conservation District 

Committees (LCDC)
12

 in Mingenew and Irwin, to undertake catchment planning 

for the Irwin River.  

Evolution  

In 1997, the two LCDCs employed their own officer and formed a committee. It 

was decided that the core function of the group was to integrate farm production 

and ‘landcare’, and essentially encourage economically and environmentally 

sustainable agriculture (MIG, n.d.). The inclusion of commercial agriculture as 

part of the group’s agenda was considered a means to attract enough funding for 

the group activities even if government funding subsided: 

We realised that we won’t get Commonwealth or state government 

money always, so we had to get commercial money. That’s how 

production was included into the environmental side of things which 

was very appealing to sponsors, DAFWA and lot of other government 

departments (Interviewee no.032).  

 

With its main focus on landcare initially, a major portion of funding came from 

government sources. With the development of partnership with the rural 

merchandise company Elders in 1997, the group initiated its locally-relevant 

research and development activities (R&D). By the end of 1998, the two LCDCs 

formally joined to become the Mingenew Irwin Group (MIG, n.d.). By 2007 the 

group had a total membership of 96 farming businesses (Gianatti and Carmody, 

                                                 
12

 The Land Conservation District Committee are community based groups associated with 

landcare and working on NRM issues in Western Australia 
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2007) which steadily grew and now stands at 197 farming business (GGA, 2011). 

MIG now mainly aims to promote and develop economic and environmentally 

sustainable agriculture through research, planning, monitoring and demonstrating 

best practice. The major focus areas of the group are: research programme, 

information and education, and environment. Due to member demands a livestock 

focus group was recently formed (GGA, 2011).  

 

A management committee of 12 farmers plays a key role in determining the 

direction of the group. This committee usually meets every month, except for 

during seeding and harvest. Members nominate themselves for the positions 

within the management committee; however, the final decision is made through 

an election at the annual general meeting of the group. While the President, Vice 

President and Secretary are elected for a one-year term, with a sitting officer often 

re-elected for consecutive terms, the nine-person management committee is 

elected by the group members for a period of three years, with three positions 

rotating each year, which ensures a good mix of experience and new committee 

members at any one time (MIG, n.d.). 

Plate 4.3 : The Mingenew Irwin group trial site location       

(Source: Grower Group Alliance) 
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The MIG has established linkages with government departments, research 

organisations, NRM bodies, funding bodies, agribusiness especially those in the 

local region, and the Grower Group Alliance. For undertaking research, the group 

has long a term trial site (see Plate 4.3) and several satellite sites across its area of 

operation. Each year, MIG organises nearly 70 small plot trials, farmer 

demonstrations, and independent trails for product suppliers and NRM on-ground 

work with crop updates and a spring field day being the major event (GGA, 

2011). The results of the group’s projects and trials are disseminated through 

group events and publications (trial booklets and newsletters). The group also has 

a website providing details about its current information. 

Most of the group activities that are organised locally are well attended. The 

survey results conducted among group members (n = 46) indicate a high level of 

member engagement in group activities with most (58.6%) of the respondents 

spending on an average between one and five days per year in the group activities 

with a low non-participation rate (4.3%) (Fig 4.10).  

 

 

 

Fig 4.10 Average member engagement in MIG (n=46) 
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The group activities are highly regarded by its members as evident from the 

following comments:  

The MIG has certainly given an exposure to a lot of research being 

done at the backyard. Getting involved gives you an opportunity to 

meet and greet so many different people from various organisations 

whom you normally do not meet otherwise. With MIG there are a raft 

of things happening like we have got the environmental and the 

research committee. The social side of coming together is also 

satisfied which is a must for rural life in Australia with so much 

isolation. The group trials, field days, where we sort of just interact 

with each other which helps in getting each other’s cooperation and 

support (Interviewee no. 031). 

 

 

Most respondents (73.9%) indicated participation in group events as effective 

means of gaining information, followed by interactions (60.8 %)  (Fig 4.11) One 

of the group members explained: “I am a regular at most of the MIG field days. 

You get involved with the group to connect and learn from other farmers. It is 

passing information I suppose” (Interviewee no. 038). 

 

 

 

Fig 4.11 Effective means of gaining information for MIG members (n = 46) 
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MIG, like SEPWA, has different categories of membership: full, associate, and 

corporate. While full membership of the group is only available to farming 

businesses within the three shires of Mingenew, Irwin, and Morawa, and to those 

within 50 km radius of Mingenew township, associate membership is open to all 

individuals and farming businesses outside these boundaries. Corporate 

membership is open to corporate businesses both within Australia and beyond 

(MIG, n.d.). Only those with full membership have access to group trials, 

workshops, landcare funding, and field walks. Associate members have admission 

to major field days and group publications (Gianatti and Llewellyn, 2003).  

 

The key issue each year is identified by conducting a survey and brain storming 

session among members. Once identified, the research and development 

committee has the responsibility of prioritising the issues, and developing trials or 

collaborative demonstrations to address key concerns (Gianatti and Llewellyn, 

2003). A committee member explained: 

What MIG is doing is really very good. There is nothing more dangerous 

for a group to have a single focus. To keep the group bubbling you need 

to come up with fresh ideas, maintain strong relationship with DAFWA 

and other organisations (Interviewee no. 032).  

 

 

Most of the funds for group activities are obtained through sponsorship, 

membership fees and investments by project partners. The membership fee for 

landholders is 15 cents for each hectare owned (Interviewee no. 030). The MIG 

today is considered one of the most successful grower groups in Western 

Australia. It was the winner of the “Innovation in Sustainable Agriculture” 

category at the WA Landcare Awards 2010 (GGA, 2011). A group member on 

being asked about MIG’s future plan rightly said: 

Of course the ability of the group to remain viable depends a lot in 

doing credible projects, the level and ability of the staff but ultimately 

it depends a lot on the members who constitute it, and their 

involvement. They are the biggest assets who have kept it going 

successfully so far (Interviewee no. 038).  
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Tables 4.7 and 4.8 provides details of MIG respondents. As with other groups, 

the MIG respondents also exhibited uniformity in terms of their socio-

demographic characteristics. Most respondents (89.1%) were males, aged of 50 to 

59 years (41.3%), secondary school educated (50.0%), with the majority (58.7%) 

having over 30 years farming experience over 30 years. However, with most 

members confined to the local area, much homogeneity existed among members 

in terms of their cropping pattern. Most respondents (41.3%) had over 2000 

hectares of land, and for most (67.4%), cereals occupied more than 1000 hectares 

of their farm. For most respondents, oilseeds (47.8%), pulses (65.2%), and 

pasture (39.1%) occupied less than 1000 hectares of their land. For a large 

majority (76.1%), livestock especially sheep formed a part of their farming. Most 

farming businesses were run in partnership (45.7%). 

 

 

TABLE 4.7                                                                                                                            

Socio-demographic characteristics of MIG respondents (n = 46) 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentages 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

 

4  

   

Gender 

 

 

Age (in years) 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

 

 

 

 

Farming Experience 

Male 

Female 

 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 to 49 

50 to 59 

60 plus 

 

Primary School 

Secondary 

School and 

above 

 

1 to 19 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 plus 

41 

5 

 

2 

8 

6 

19 

11 

 

0 

46 

 

 

 

11 

16 

28 

11 

 

       89.1 

       10.1 

       

       4.3 

     17.4 

     13.0 

     41.3 

     23.9 

     

     0.00 

     100 

 

     

    

 21.7 

    19.6 

    30.4 

    28.3 
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TABLE 4.8                                                                                                                          

Farming enterprise details of MIG respondents (n = 46) 

S No.       Characteristics         Category Frequency Percentage 

1.  Total area under cultivation  Below 1000 -          - 

  1000 to 1999 7 15.2 

  2000 to 2999 8 17.4 

  3000 to 3999 8 17.4 

  4000 and above 23 50.0 

2 Total area under cereals* Nil 1 2.2 

  Below 1000 13  28.3 

  1000 to 1999 13 28.3 

  2000 to 2999 10 21.7 

  3000 to 3999 5 10.9 

  4000 and above 3 6.5 

3 Total area under pulses Nil 11 23.9 

  Below 1000 30 65.2 

  1000 to 1999 3 6.5 

  2000 to 2999 1 2.2 

  3000 to 3999 1 2.2 

  4000 and above - - 

 

4 

 

Total area under oilseeds 

 

Nil  

 

24 

 

52.2 

  Below 1000 22 47.8 

  1000 to 1999 - - 

  2000 to 2999 - - 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

5 Total area under pasture Nil  19 41.3 

  Below 1000 18 39.1 

  1000 to 1999 5 10.9 

  2000 to 2999 1 2.2 

  3000 to 3999 2 4.3 

  4000 and above 1 2.2 

6 Livestock on farm  Yes 35 76.1 

  No  11 23.9 

* Data for one respondent missing 
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4.4.3 The Liebe  Group 

Emergence 

Liebe is a regional grower group covering an estimated 1, 000, 000 hectares in the 

northern eastern wheat belt region of the state. Formed in 1997 to address local 

R&D needs, the group now mainly focuses on agricultural research, 

implementation and validation, providing information, education, skills and 

training opportunities, to its members and the wider community and strengths 

communication between growers, industry and the community (Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007).  

Evolution  

Liebe was modelled on the Birchip group
13

 in southern Australia (Interviewee no. 

02, 2010) and within two years of formation got funding for a project approved by 

the GRDC and employed their first staff (Hassall and Associates, 2004) and 

thereafter progressed steadily. By the year 2007, the group had a total membership 

of 119 farming businesses which has more or less remained stable over the past 

few years (Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). In 2012, the Liebe membership stood at 

120 farming businesses. Membership categories for the Liebe group include full-

time and associate memberships, mainly meant for those farmers who are retired 

and not farming actively in the district. 

The main objectives of the group now includes conducting high-priority research, 

development, implementation and validation, and providing information, 

education, skills and training opportunities for members and the wider community 

(GGA, 2011). Funding for group activities is mainly derived from membership 

                                                 
13

 A not-for-profit agricultural research organisation led by farmers in the state of Victoria, 

Australia.  With more than 400 farming family members the BCG is one of the leading farmers 

organization in Australia.  
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fees ($400 pa for full time members and $200 pa for associate members), and 

through sponsorship, and partners.  

In the survey conducted in 2010, among the Liebe group members (n = 25), it was 

found that group events were considered effective means of accessing information 

by 72 per cent (n = 18) respondents, followed by interaction (56 per cent) (n = 14) 

, group publications ( 40 per cent)  and group website (24 percent).   

 

 

Fig 4.12 Effective means of gaining information for Liebe members (n = 25) 

Numerous trials and projects are organised throughout the year for the 

information needs of members. As part of its extension activities the group hosts 

three major events annually - spring field day, women’s field day (see Plate. 4.4) 

and crop updates. Some of the other group events include post-seeding field 

walks, long-term research site field walks, workshops, and conferences (GGA, 

2011). Apart from these, the group also organises social events, such as, burger 

and beer night, Christmas drinks and an annual dinner. The group also has 

publications and newsletter for getting the information across to the members.  
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Plate 4.4 The Liebe Group women’s field day                                                                  

(Source: Grower Group Alliance) 

Most of the group events are well attended by the members with a low (4.0%) 

non-participation rate. 32 per cent respondents on an average were spending 

between 3 to 4 days in the group activities annually (Fig.4.13).  

 

Fig 4.13 Average member engagement in Liebe (n = 25) 
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The group is managed by a team of 15 local farmers who constitute the 

management committee, which meets on a monthly basis with the exception of 

seeding and harvesting. Four sub-committees, research and development, 

women’s, finance, and the ethics play an important role in assisting the 

management committee. The research and development committee focuses on 

research opportunities, and determines and prioritises the research program to be 

undertaken by the group. The women’s committee organises the annual women’s 

field day aimed at building the management capacity of women and incites 

business management courses, for instance, financial management, and succession 

planning. The finance committee is responsible for taking care of the group’s 

finances and budgets. The ethics committee is a sleeping committee and is in 

place to deal with any ethical issue, if they arise. The ethics committee develops a 

‘code of ethics’ for the group’s operation. Each sub-committees meets three to 

four times a year, or as needed. In addition, the group has a strategic plan, 

prepared on the basis of changes and challenges faced by farmer members in 

agriculture today. A team of seven staff takes care of administration and research 

priorities.  

The group has maintained strong linkages with the wider agricultural stakeholders 

within the state, such as funding bodies (Grains Research and Development 

Corporation), government and research organisations (Department of Agriculture 

Western Australia, The Australian Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and 

Forestry, Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation), 

agribusiness, Grower Group Alliance and the Shire of Dalwallinu where the group 

is based Liebe Group (2012a).  Tables 4.9 and 4.10 provide socio-demographic 

and farming enterprise details of the Liebe group respondents.  

Most of the respondents (92.0%) were males, aged 50 to 59 years (36%), with 60 

per cent being secondary school educated and 48 per cent having over 20 years’ 

farming experience. In terms of farming enterprise details, most respondents 

(88%) had over 4000 hectares of land, with 80 percent respondents cultivating 
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cereals on more than 2000 hectares of their land. Similar to other groups, most of 

the Liebe group members had less than 1000 hectares of their land sown to, 

oilseeds (64%), pulses (64%) and pasture (48%). Most respondents (68%) had 

livestock on their farm and ran their farming enterprise in partnership.  

TABLE 4.9                                                                                                                                          

Socio-demographic characteristics of Liebe respondents (n = 25) 

 

S No. Characteristics Category Frequency Percentages 

1 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

4  

   

Gender 

 

 

Age (in years) 

 

 

 

 

 

Education 

 

 

 

Farming Experience 

Male 

Female 

 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 to 49 

50 to 59 

60 plus 

 

Primary School 

Secondary School 

and above 

 

1 to 19 

20 to 29 

30 to 39 

40 plus 

23 

2 

 

6 

1 

8 

       9 

1 

 

0 

25 

 

 

6 

6 

11 

2 

 

       92.0 

         8.0 

       

       24.0 

       4.0 

       32.0 

       36.0 

       4.0 

     

     0.00 

     100 

 

     

    24.0 

    24.0 

    44.0 

    8.0 

     

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



113 

 

TABLE 4.10                                                                                                                                   

Farming enterprise details of Liebe respondents (n=25) 

S No.       Characteristics         Category Frequency Percentage 

1.  Total area under cultivation  Below 1000 -          - 

  1000 to 1999 - - 

  2000 to 2999 1 4.0 

  3000 to 3999 2 8.0 

  4000 and above 22 88.0 

2 Total area under cereals Nil - - 

  Below 1000 1 4.0 

  1000 to 1999 4 16.0 

  2000 to 2999 6 24.0 

  3000 to 3999 5 20.0 

  4000 and above 9 36.0 

3 Total area under pulses Nil 7 28.0 

  Below 1000 16 64.0 

  1000 to 1999 2 8.0 

  2000 to 2999 - - 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above - - 

4 Total area under oilseeds Nil  6 24.0 

  Below 1000 16 64.0 

  1000 to 1999 2 8.0 

  2000 to 2999 - - 

  3000 to 3999 - - 

  4000 and above 1 4.0 

5 Total area under pasture Nil  6 24.0 

  Below 1000 12 48.0 

  1000 to 1999 4 16.0 

  2000 to 2999 1 4.0 

  3000 to 3999 1 4.0 

  4000 and above 1 4.0 

 

6 

 

Livestock on farm  

 

Yes 

 

17 

 

68.0 

  No  8 32.0 
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4.5 Conclusion 

Most grower groups emerged out of an increased need for farmer relevant 

research and development activities and mainly focus on the generation and 

sharing of highly applicable information. The groups act as a forum for bringing 

together farmers and the broader agricultural industry for the purpose of exploring 

new possibilities, solving problems and creating new, mutually beneficial 

opportunities. Together they are involved in a practice of gathering, evaluating, 

structuring, and disseminating relevant knowledge which inherently contributes to 

their learning. These sustained interactions results in the formation of a bond 

among the members which further provides the motivation to gain and share 

information. Thus, member involvement and interaction forms an essential aspect 

of learning within the groups. These features of the grower groups have close 

resemblance with the concept of communities of practice (Lave and Wenger, 

1991; Wenger et al., 2002; Barston and Tusting, 2002).  

The cases of grower groups examined in this thesis indicate that most groups 

follow a similar pattern of emergence and evolution, typically starting as loose 

networks that coalesce into a group as members build connections. However, it 

should be noted here that there exists no legitimate set pattern of directions which 

a group follows during its course of development. Each group takes its own 

natural pace of development depending upon a number of factors such as: the 

presence or absence of a well recognised domain, role and efficiency of key 

leaders, support provided to the core members, appointment of sufficient staff, 

relevance of the domain, and the extent to which groups are competent in 

influencing member involvement in group activities.  

The connections of key leaders play an important role in the preliminary stages of 

group formation as it plays a crucial role in identifying and associating with 

people having similar interest. Once, these people start associating the prospects 

of forming groups emanates. For groups with a clear domain (e.g. WANTFA) the 
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starting is normally dynamic, such as, launching of group events immediately 

after formation. For others the initiation is much more tentative (e.g. SCFG). 

Much as, the vigorous start helps to tap the energy of the group members, the 

slow outset gives the groups enough time to establish the needed trust and 

commitment among the members to remain devoted to the group activities. Once 

formed a core group of people take up the leadership role in stewarding the group 

and in identifying and defining the key domain issues. With the development of a 

sense of shared domain, the need for systematic interactions emerges and this 

generates further interest and the group begins to grow. The energy and drive of 

core leaders at this stage plays an important role in the group’s development. 

Huge commitments are anticipated from the team of core member’s which 

sometimes could be confronting for them as was evident from the case of most 

groups examined here. Providing some sort of support to the core members, such 

as the appointment of staff could prove conducive to the groups’ growth.  

Once the group has established its value it begins to grow rapidly. It becomes 

important for the group at this stage to decide about its boundaries, for example, 

limiting its activity to a local area, or extending to have a much wider coverage 

geographically. Indeed, this to a large extent depends on the relevance and 

applicability of the group’s domain. In case of the groups examined here both 

WANTFA and SEPWA had influence that was relevant across different regions 

and sub-sectors of the agricultural sector, while the other three groups, Liebe, 

MIG and SCFG essentially had a more local focus. With the aim grounded mainly 

towards the promotion of improving the adoption of no till technology, WANTFA 

could accommodate a much wider membership base. Accordingly, the group grew 

extensively to incorporate members from throughout Australia and even some 

overseas members. However, such a widely dispersed membership often presents 

challenges in ensuring adequate member participation in group activities. In 

comparison to WANTFA, SEPWA had a more limited area of coverage, though 

its membership extended over a large regional area within the state. The group 

operated mainly by collaborating with other local groups within the region. This 
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was seen as a means to remain relevant and as a strategy for attracting enough 

member participation in the group activities.  

Thus, the size and spread of groups can play a major role in influencing member 

involvement in group activities which in turn can impact the group dynamics. 

Generally, the extent of member involvement is more in case of localised groups, 

however, it was noted that the regional groups (Liebe, SEPWA, and MIG) 

promote a much efficient means of member involvement in group activities. 

Despite its comparatively large area of coverage SEPWA tended to attract 

considerably high member participation through organising frequent events 

throughout its area of operation, in collaboration with the local groups in the 

region. With high involvement from members usually group events and 

interactions form an important means of learning for the localised groups 

(regional /local). For the larger groups, group publications play a critical role in 

the provision of information. Interestingly, despite of concerns regarding 

difficulties in attending group events, a considerable proportion of WANTFA 

respondents (close to 50%), indicated group events and interactions as crucial 

means of learning. This explains the greater preference of farmers for situated and 

contextualised learning, where they can actually get an opportunity to learn in a 

practical situation (Easdown and Starasts, 2004). Another interesting finding was 

the low website usage among members, especially those from the larger groups. 

Contrary, to the trend observed with the case of other wide spread communities 

that have a high preference for internet based information, the farmer based 

groups tend to have a greater preference for other media of information 

particularly group publications.  

There also seems to be a strong correlation between a groups’ geographical 

coverage and its area of operation. In case of localised groups with members 

confined to the local region there exist much homogeneity among them in terms 

of their cropping pattern and needs which makes it possible for these groups to 

focus on a broader range of issues. However, the regional groups with adequate 
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staff and financial backing have a greater capacity to undertake more research, 

development, and extension activities in comparison to the smaller local groups. 

With the case of the larger groups, the widely dispersed membership base often 

results in large variation among the members (due to members being from 

different regions) in terms of their farming enterprise which makes it difficult to 

have a broader coverage. Often these groups tend to limit their focus on issues not 

affected by the regional variation. The state-wide groups also undertake 

considerable research and development activities and organise group events 

though not as extensively as the regional groups.  

Notwithstanding the above mentioned differences, the effectiveness and 

sustainability of the groups to a large extent depends upon their ability of the 

groups to attract greater participation and interaction among its members. This 

forms the subject of Chapter 5, which presents a cross-sectional analysis of the 

membership of the case study groups and mainly focuses on the potential of the 

groups in influencing member participation and interaction for promoting 

learning. Chapter 6 then looks into the collaborations between the grower groups 

and the broader agricultural industry with the main aim of identifying, the role 

played by the groups in research, development and extension within Western 

Australia. It also briefly addresses the contribution of the groups towards the 

creation and development of social capital.  
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5. Effectiveness of groups in promoting social learning:         

A comparative analysis based on member perceptions  

5.1 Introduction  

Members within a grower group are engaged collectively in finding, sharing, 

transferring, and archiving knowledge to improve their practices. They engage in 

activities, conversations, reflections, and other forms of personal participation to 

produce and share resources that affect their practice. Thus, member participation 

and interaction form an important aspect of information generation and sharing 

within grower groups. The groups are held together by the ‘learning value’ 

members perceive in their sustained participation and interaction. In essence, 

these two aspects play a key role in influencing the performance and sustenance of 

grower groups and this forms the main focus of the chapter (Kilpatrick et al., 

2003).  

In much of the earlier research on farmer groups, the focus tended to be on the 

mode of operation of groups and the benefits associated with participatory group 

learning (Andreata, 2000; Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Ridley, 2005; Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007; Vaarst et al., 2007; Kalra et al., 2012; Murphy, 2012). Relatively 

less consideration has been given to factors within the grower group membership 

that could possibly influence farmer learning and play a critical role in influencing 

group effectiveness. The relative marginal interest on this theme, particularly in 

Australia is surprising given the crucial implications of participatory group 

approaches and the rapidly growing number of farmer groups in Australian 

agriculture. This chapter attempts to fill in this research gap. It offers a cross-

sectional comparative analysis of the membership of the five grower groups that 

participated in the questionnaire survey and examines farmer perceptions 

regarding effectiveness of groups on influencing learning.  It lends weight to the 

argument in Chapter 4 that localised (local and regional) groups invite a greater 

member participation and interaction in comparison to the larger geographically 
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dispersed groups. It builds on the work in Chapter 4, which argued that group 

events form an important forum for member participation and interaction and 

therefore major influences on farmer learning. Using a simple multiple regression 

model, the chapter tests the extent to which perceptions about the value of these is 

linked to a range of independent variables including group geography, level and 

extent of member participation in the group, total group membership. This marks 

the first attempt at a detailed quantitative analysis of farmer engagement in group 

activities and its impact on their learning in the context of farmer groups.  

5.2 Summary of descriptive statistics from the grower groups 

farmer member survey  

The following section provides an overview of group membership amongst the 

respondents to the survey
1
 questionnaire. A total of 232 farmer members from the 

five case study groups responded to the survey.  These included members of 

WANTFA (n = 127), SEPWA (n = 66), MIG (n = 46), Liebe (n = 25), and SCFG 

(n = 9). There are three central areas of interest in this section. The first is the 

importance of single versus multi-group members. Given that grower groups are 

playing an increasingly important role in Western Australian agriculture, it is 

likely that farmers may be members of multiple groups. This is because the 

various groups established within the state tend to cater for different interests and 

needs. For example, sectoral groups tend to focus on a particular commodity, 

while local groups are more likely to focus on particular local conditions. 

Moreover, multiple group membership might be an important indicator of the 

willingness of farmers to engage with the grower group concept. The second area 

of focus is largely geographical. It compares willingness to engage in grower 

groups across different spatial scales, from local through to state-wide. This is 

important as the evidence in Chapter 4 suggested that local and regional groups 

might be better attuned to the needs of farmers when compared with larger state-

wide groups. The final part of the section looks at the extent (average days per 

year), and level (active/passive) of member participation in different groups.  

                                                           
1
See Appendix A for a description of the survey methods. 
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5.2.1 Rapid emergence and growth of grower groups in the 1990’s 

Most of the respondents (56.6%) of the survey joined the groups between the 

years 1995 to 2002 (Fig 5.1). This coincided with the period when most groups 

were beginning to emerge and assert their role in Western Australia as 

government agencies retreated from direct involvement in agricultural research 

and development (see Chapter 3).  

 

 

Fig 5.1 The joining period of grower groups respondents (n = 232) 

5.2.2 Multiple group membership a common phenomenon among 

Western Australian grower groups members 

In Western Australia, grower groups emerged as one of the most significant 

organisations within the state’s extension paradigm with more than half of the 

grain-growing population being members of these groups (Gianatti and Carmody, 
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2007). Thus, it is perhaps not surprising to find that many farmers joined multiple 

groups. More than 37 per cent (n = 87) of the survey respondents indicated being 

members of multiple groups which is consistent with the findings of Gianatti and 

Carmody (2007) who indicated that multi-group membership is relatively 

common across the agricultural sector. This is because farmers tend to join 

different groups according to their particular needs. As Chapter 4 pointed out, 

groups tend to emerge for a diverse range of reasons and often have quite distinct 

foci. Thus, a farmer may be a member of a local group and a much larger 

geographically-dispersed group (e.g. a state-wide group), or a local-production 

focused group and a sectoral group dealing with a particular aspect of farming. 

Gianatti and Carmody (2007) noted that, multi-group membership is a sign of the 

desire of growers for information to understand the complex problems facing their 

farming systems. Of those respondents belonging to multiple groups in the survey 

(37.9%), 30.2 per cent belonged to two groups, 6.0 per cent to three groups, and 

1.7 per cent to four groups. However, it should also be noted that while multi-

group membership is common, the most respondents to this survey were members 

of just one group. This suggests that, for these respondents, single group 

membership adequately met their needs (Fig 5.2).  

 

Fig 5.2 Multi-group membership pattern among grower group respondents      

(n=232) 
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For those respondents who were members of multiple groups, this was most 

common amongst participants in some of the larger groups (e.g. WANTFA and 

SEPWA) (Fig 5.3). For both WANTFA and SEPWA, a considerable proportion of 

respondents belonged to other grower groups within the state. For SEPWA, more 

than 62 per cent of respondents (n = 41) belonged to multiple groups with most 

(45.5%) involved with local groups in the Esperance region (n = 30). In many 

respects, the local groups might be conceived as being spatially ‘nested’ within 

the wider SEPWA region. In case of WANTFA more than 49 per cent (n =63) of 

respondents indicated being members of multiple groups spread throughout the 

state (Fig 5.3).  

 

 

Fig 5.3 Multi-group membership pattern in the case study groups (n=232) 

The membership pattern of WANTFA is telling for a number of reasons. First, its 

large membership suggests that it is important in helping members across the state 

to engage in no till farming. Second, the relatively high levels of multi-group 

membership tend to suggest that members also feel the need to join regional and 

local groups. This is likely to be because WANTFA is not able to deal with issues 

that are highly sensitive to local or regional context.  It is also likely that regional 

and local groups are able to engage in a broader range of issues than WANTFA. 
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The extent of multi-membership was comparatively lower in case of regional and 

local groups. Both MIG and Liebe had 30.4 percent and 36 per cent respondents 

belonging to multiple groups, while for the SCFG (smallest group), 22.2 per cent 

respondents were multiple group members. As noted by Gianatti and Carmody 

(2007) in most cases farmers with multiple-group memberships are likely to be 

more involved with the local groups compared to the bigger groups, where they 

tend to have less involvement, attending a few field days, or subscribing to group 

publications. Figure 5.4 presents the pattern of involvement of respondents with 

multiple memberships in the case study groups. For the bigger groups, WANTFA 

and SEPWA, a considerable proportion of respondents (96.1 for WANTFA and 

46.9% for SEPWA) with multiple group memberships had only lower member 

involvement (less than two days per year) in the larger organisations. Thus, local 

groups may be more effective at generating more involvement than larger groups. 

All local group (MIG, Liebe, and SCFG) respondents with multiple-group 

membership had higher involvement with the groups.  

 

Fig 5.4 Pattern of involvement by members with multiple-group membership       

(n = 88) 
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5.2.3 Level of member participation in different groups 

(Active/Passive) 

The importance of local and regional groups is evident in the level of member 

participation – a theme touched on in Chapter 4. Figure 5.5 shows the extent to 

which members are actively involved or their membership is largely passive. For 

the purpose of analysis members having no participation in any of the group 

activities were classified as passive, while those involved in any manner 

(participation in field days, groups trials or projects) were classified as active 

members.   

 

 

Fig 5.5 Level of member participation in groups (n = 232) 

It was noted that passive membership was more prevalent among larger group 

members, with 20.5 per cent respondents (n = 26) from WANTFA and 7.5 per 

cent (n = 5) respondents from SEPWA indicating no involvement. The extent of 

passive membership was lower in case of the smaller regional groups (MIG 

(4.3%) and Liebe (4.0)). For the local group (SCFG) all the respondents indicated 

to be actively involved. Thus, there is a suggestion that smaller regional and local 

groups may be more effective at generating active participation and hence are 
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capable of providing more opportunity for interactive learning in comparison to 

the larger spatially dispersed groups.   

5.2.4 Extent of member involvement in different groups (days per year) 

Table 5.1 provides the extent of member involvement in the five groups. It was 

found that the extent of non-involvement was highest in case of WANTFA 

members with 20.5 per cent indicating no involvement in any of the group 

activities. It was comparatively lower in case of all the regional groups (SEPWA, 

MIG and Liebe), though SEPWA members indicated a slightly higher level 

(7.5%) of non-involvement   in comparison to MIG (4.3%) and Liebe members 

(4%). As with the case of WANTFA the large area of coverage influences 

member involvement in SEPWA. However, with most of the SEPWA 

membership confined to a particular region (Esperance port zone), the extent of 

non-involvement is not as conspicuous as the case with WANTFA (see Chapter 4 

for details) 

Table 5.1                                                                                                                                  

Level of member involvement in the different groups (percentage)   (n = 232) 

 
No involvement  1 day 2 days 3 days 4 days and above 

WANTFA 20.5 26.8 21.3 12.6 28.8 

SEPWA 7.7 15.4 30.8 16.9 29.2 

MIG 4.3 21.7 4.3 15.2 54.8 

Liebe 4 8 8 12 68 

SCFG - - - - 100 

 

5.2.5 Geography of membership  

Thus far the evidence suggests some important geographical characteristics to 

membership and involvement in group activities. To further explore this, it was 

necessary to assign farmers to a ‘primary’ group that reflected the organisation 
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that they were most (maximum number of days an year) involved in.  For SCFG 

(n = 9, 100%), Liebe (n = 25, 100%), and MIG (n = 46, 100 %), all the 

respondents identified this as their primary group. For the larger groups, only 46.9 

per cent (n = 31) of respondents were assigned as primary members of SEPWA, 

while 50.3 per cent (n = 64) of respondents were primary members of WANTFA 

(Fig 5.6). 

 

Fig 5.6 Proportion of respondents belonging primarily to the case study 

groups  (n = 232) 

Having classified the respondents on the basis of their primary group membership, 

they were further divided into spatially dispersed (Members belonging primarily 

to WANTFA) and localised group members (Members belonging primarily to 

SEPWA, MIG, Liebe and SCFG). Here it should be noted that despite SEPWA 

having comparatively broader coverage it was included in the localised group 

category. Unlike WANTFA, SEPWA’s area of operation and members are mainly 

confined to a particular region (Esperance Port Zone) and are not as widely 

distributed (see Chapter 4 for details). Accordingly, 27.5 per cent (n = 64) of 

respondents were classified as primary state-wide group members and 72.4 per 

cent (n=168) of as primarily belonging to localised groups (both local and 

regional) (see Fig 5.7) 
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Fig 5.7 Classification of the respondents into local and spatially dispersed 

groups based on primary group membership (n = 232) 

5.3 Model specification for assessing performance of grower 

groups in promoting participatory interactive learning 

Section 5.2 provides an account of the membership pattern (single/multiple group) 

of grower group survey respondents, their level and extent of engagement in 

group activities and how these are influenced by the size and spread of groups. 

The results demonstrate considerable subtlety in the nature of farmer engagement 

in learning activities across the different groups. Typically, farmers tend to join 

multiple groups and get involved in group activities as per their needs. However, 

the survey results indicate a general tendency of grower group members to 

comparatively have a greater involvement in smaller local group activities in their 

region. While this basically suggests a higher level of impact of smaller groups in 

attracting higher member participation, it gives rise to a need for critical thinking 

regarding the implications of member engagement in group activities and its 

influence on the group effectiveness in promoting learning. This forms the basis 

of the analysis in this section. It aims to specify and test a number of empirical 

models that were hypothesised to explain the variability in the effectiveness of 

groups in promoting learning based on their competence to promote member 

involvement in group activities.  
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The dependent variables are farmer’s perceptions of the impact of participation in 

group events and interaction on their learning. To operationalise factors 

promoting farmer learning within the grower group membership, the extent to 

which farmers perceived value in the following formed the dependent variables: 

1) impact of participation in group events and 2) impact of interaction. Each of 

these aspects was assessed as a direct cognitive measure of farmer perceptions of 

impact on learning. Respondents were asked to indicate, on a 0 to 10 scale (0= 

strongly disagree; 5=neutral; 10=strongly agree), the frequency that best describes 

the impact of each of these aspects on their learning as a grower group member.  

Explanatory variables that offer insight into hypothesised drivers impacting 

factors promoting farmer learning within the grower group membership were 

adapted from the literature on communities of practice. These variables are 

summarised in Table 5.2. The literature suggests that member involvement is a 

crucial facet impacting learning within a community of practice (Wenger, 1998; 

Lave and Wenger, 1991; Schalager and Fusco 2003; Barston and Tusting, 2005; 

Koliba ad Gajda, 2009; Oreszczyn et al., 2010). Based on this, varied aspects of 

member involvement within the grower group membership were selected as 

hypothesised drivers to gain an understanding about how different group types 

might influence member participation and interaction in influencing learning. The 

selected hypothetical drivers and associated variables related to member 

involvement included: 1) extent of member involvement in grower groups 

(days/year spent in the primary group); 2) level of member participation 

(passive/active); 3) multi-membership (number of groups a farmer belongs to); 

and 4) spatial coverage of grower groups.  
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Table 5.2                                                                                                                             

Summary of hypothetical aspects and explanatory variables 

Hypothetical drivers                                                      Explanatory variables 

Extent of member involvement  Days involved in group activities in 

a year 

 

Level of member participation 

 

Multi-membership 

 

Active vs. Passive 

 

 

Number of groups a farmer belongs 

to 

 

Spatial coverage of groups                                                                    State-wide group vs. others 

 

Empirical modelling is often adopted to provide detailed information, in the case 

when the nature and degree of the relationship between the dependent variable 

and explanatory variables is not known for certain, by specifying the possible 

relationship between those processes and the phenomenon being modelled 

(Hendry, 2000). Although several model selection strategies exist, in the present 

context of ambiguous theoretical perspectives on the determinants of the impact 

of grower groups in influencing farmer perceptions regarding impact on learning, 

a purely theory driven approach is not feasible. Hence in this study a simple-to-

general modelling methodology in which an initial simple model is generalised to 

form a final model that is closely related and compatible with the data generation 

process was adopted. It involves formulating an empirical model congruent with 

the underlying data generation process (i.e. the statistical assumptions 

underpinning model estimation are satisfied). As a result, interpretation and 

inference of the model is only meaningful if congruency can be established 

between the empirical model and the underlying data generation process. This 

means, practically testing for joint and individual significance of the independent 

variables, and making use of diagnostic plots to analyse properties of the data and 

identify the presence of any significant misspecification problems. In a 

conventional ordinary least square (OLS) regression context employed here, the 

errors are assumed to be independent, identically distributed and drawn from a 
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normal distribution, and the explanatory variables are exogenous. Each resulting 

model specification can be used to examine the statistical significance of the 

remaining explanatory variables and evaluate the extent to which each determines 

the potential of the groups in impacting participatory interactive learning, as 

measured by the dependent variables adopted here.  

5.3.1 Perceptions of farmer members regarding the impact of 

participation in group events and interaction on influencing 

learning 

The mean of farmer perceptions regarding the impact of participation in group 

events on learning was 7.46, while the median was considerably higher (8.0). 

Given that the mean was less than the median, this suggests that the distribution of 

farmer perceptions regarding the impact of participation in group events on their 

learning was negatively skewed. This is supported by the negative skewness value 

(-0.61) and the Shapiro-Wilks test, which indicates that the distribution 

significantly differs from a normal distribution (Z = 0.914, p = 0.00). It should be 

noted here that under some circumstances, the Shapiro-Wilks test can give a 

misleading answer so should never be relied on alone. It is advisable to always 

use this test in combination with a graphical test to judge the distribution of the 

data (Khan and Haq, 2012). However, in this case, examination of the graphical 

plots confirmed skewness in the data (Fig 5.8 A). The standard deviation relative 

to the mean was approximately 1.82, indicating significant variation in farmer 

perceptions regarding the impact of participation in group events on their learning 

across the different groups. Overall, for social survey data of this sort, the 

distribution is acceptable for the OLS regression (Tonts, 2012).  

The mean and median for the average of farmer perception regarding the impact 

of interaction on their learning across the case study groups were 7.2 per cent and 

8 per cent respectively suggesting that the distribution was negatively skewed. 

This was supported by the negative skewness value (-0.47) and the Shapiro-Wilks 

test (Z = 0.925, p = 0.00). Examination of the Q-Q plot and box plots were 
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confirmed by the negative skewness (Fig 5.8B). A standard deviation of 1.7 

indicated some degree of variability in farmer perceptions regarding the impact of 

interaction on influencing learning across the different groups. The spread or 

dispersion is captured by an inter-quartile range of 3. 

Table 5.3                                                                                                                           

Descriptive statistics for the dependent variables 

Farmer 

perceptions 

regarding 

impact of  

Mean Median 
 Std     

dev 
IQR Skewness Kurtosis 

Shapiro 

- Wilk 
Sig 

 

Participation in 

group activities 

 

7.46 

 

8.00 

 

1.82 

 

3 

 

- 0.612 

 

-0.59 

 

0.914 

 

0.00 

         

 

 

Interaction 

 

 

7.28 

 

 

8.00 

 

 

1.71 

 

 

2 

 

 

- 0.47 

 

 

-0.56 

 

 

0.925 

 

 

0.00 
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A) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of participation in group events on 

learning 

  
 

B) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of interaction on learning 

   

Fig 5.8: Diagnostic plots for the two dependent variables based on farmer 

perceptions regarding the impact of (A) participation in group events and (B) 

interactions on learning (Descriptive statistics) 

When disaggregated on the basis of their area of coverage (Table 5.4), variability 

in the relationship between effectiveness of participation in group events and 

ability of the different groups (state-wide and localised) in promoting interaction 

becomes clear. The evidence shows that members from localised groups indicated 

that participation in group events (8.12) and interactions (7.89) had a greater 

impact on their learning in comparison to the spatially dispersed groups. This is 

because unlike the case with larger spatially dispersed groups, most of localised 

group activities (regional and local) are confined to the local region which makes 

participation easier.  
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Table 5.4                                                                                                                                  

Descriptive statistics for grower groups varying in terms of geographical coverage 

                Farmer perception regarding the impact of:          

Participation in  group events                                      Interaction 

 

Mean      Median        SD                        Mean       Median       SD 

 

State-wide 

groups 

 

 

 

Localised 

(regional/ local) 

 

5.69 

 

 

 

 

8.13 

 

6.00 

 

 

 

 

8.00 

 

1.47 

 

 

 

 

1.45 

  

5.66 

 

 

 

 

7.89 

 

6.00 

 

 

 

 

8.00 

 

1.47 

 

 

 

 

1.37 

 

A simple pair wise Pearson correlation was employed to explore the relationship 

between the two dependent variables influencing farmer learning as a grower 

group member (Table 5.5). A statistically significant positive relationship between 

farmer perceptions was identified, regarding impact of participation in group 

events and interaction at the 5 per cent level (r = 0.949, p = 0.00) on influencing 

learning. Both group event participation and interaction provide an important 

means of member learning within the grower group membership.  

Table 5.5                                                                                                                         

Simple pair wise Pearson correlations between dependent variables 

Farmer perceptions Impact: Participation in 

group events 

       Impact: Interaction  

Impact: Participation in 

group events 

1      0.949*** 

Impact: Interaction  0.949*** 1 

Simple bivariate regression models confirmed that participation in group events 

and interaction play a key role in influencing farmer perceptions regarding the 

effectiveness of grower group membership on their learning. Formally this model 

can be specified as:  

Yi = β0+β1Xi + εiεi: N (0, σ
2
)  
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Where β1is the regression coefficient measuring the degree of association 

between the extent of member engagement and each measure of farmer perception 

regarding the impact of participation in group events and interaction in 

influencing learning within grower group membership; Yi defines the outcome for 

each dependent variable in group i, within the grower groups membership; and εi 

denotes the residual term which is the difference between the values predicted by 

the model for case i and the observed value for that case. With the assumption that 

the residuals are normally distributed and have a constant variance, OLS is the 

best and preferred estimator of unknown parameters (Kennedy, 1992; Baum, 

2006, Tonts et al., 2012). The estimates for each model are summarised in Table 5.6.   

 

Table 5.6  

Simple regression model 

Variable name                    Model 1:                                                  Model 2: 

Farmer perceptions regarding the impact of: 

         Participation in  group events                           Interaction                        

                 Unstd 

 

  Std Unstd Std 

 

Constant 6.838  6.751  

Average 

involvement 

(days/annum) 

0.147 0.440*** 0.125 0.396*** 

     

R - squared  0.193  0.156 

     

Adjusted R-

squared 

 0.190  0.153 

     

F - ratio  55.111***  42.657*** 

 

Model 1 estimates the relationship between the average member involvement in 

grower groups and farmer perceptions regarding the impact of participation in 
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group events on learning, and accounts for 19.0 per cent of the variability at the 5 

per cent level (F = 55.111, p = 0.00). In Model 2, the value of statistical 

association between the average involvement in grower groups and farmer 

perceptions regarding the impact of interactions on learning was 15.3 and 

statistically significant at the 5 per cent level (F = 42.657, p = 0.00). Examination 

of the diagnostic plots (Fig.5.9) also suggests evidence of non-constant variance 

in the sample, indicating that these simple models are not consistent with the data 

generation process and hence the simple bivariate results should be interpreted 

with care.  

A) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of participation in group events on 

learning 

   

B) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of interaction  

   

Fig. 5.9: Diagnostic plots for the two dependent variables based on farmer 

perceptions regarding the impact of (A) participation in group events, and, 

(B) interaction on learning (Simple regression model) 
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5.3.2 Analysing farmer perceptions about the effectiveness of 

different grower groups in promoting participatory interactive 

learning (localised / spatially dispersed) 

Based on theoretical assumptions and the results of exploratory data analysis, it is 

apparent that more complex models are needed to capture the key detriments of 

variable performance of grower groups on influencing member participation and 

interaction as measured by variability in farmer perceptions regarding impact of 

participation in group events and interactions on their learning. As part of a 

general-to-specific model selection strategy, a model is considered for each 

dependent variable that includes the complete range of potential explanatory 

variables and a selection of indicator or dummy variables designed to capture the 

effects of outlying cases that were identified during exploratory data analysis 

(explained earlier). The general model specification formally is defined as 

follows:  

              

 

   

         

 

   

                        

Where Xji represents the value for the jth explanatory variable for grower group i, 

Dlis the indicator variable for the outliner l; and βj and αl are parameters to be 

estimated using the data. The general model includes all the potential variables 

listed in Table 5.2, the range of explanatory variables including both quantitative 

and categorical variables. The inclusion of categorical variable for groups varying 

in terms of spatial coverage (spatially dispersed groups vs. others), and level of 

member involvement (active vs. passive) means that interpretation of parameter 

estimates for each model are relative to the constant, which is the combination of 

omitted categories for the categorical variable in the general model. Assuming 

that the general assumptions supporting the residual terms are satisfied, the above 

given equation can be consistently estimated for each measure of impact on the 

factors promoting farmer learning within the grower groups membership using 
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OLS (Baum, 2006). Table 5.7 summarises the general model specifications for 

each measure of potential of groups in impacting participatory interactive learning 

as determined by farmer perceptions regarding impact of group events 

participation and interactions on their learning as a group member.  

Table 5.7:                                                                                                                                          

General model specifications 

 

Variable 

name 

                        Model 3:                                            Model 4: 

 

Farmer perceptions regarding impact of :  

 

   Participation in group events                   Interaction 

            Unstd                      Std            Unstd                    Std 

 

Constant  3.790  3.816 

 

 

 

Total group 

membership 

 

 

0.022 

 

                 0.059 

 

-0.004 

 

-0.010 

Average 

involvement 

(days/year) 

0.049 0.015** 0.031 0.098* 

     

Active vs. 

Passive 

2.169 0.400*** 1.993 0.390*** 

     

Local vs. 

spatially 

dispersed 

 

Primarily 

WANTFA 

1.136 

 

 

 

0.217 

0.279*** 

 

 

 

0.059 

1.107 

 

 

 

0.349 

0.289*** 

 

 

 

0.101 

 

Primarily  

SEPWA 

 

0.527 

 

0.130 

 

0.546 

 

0.143 

 

Primarily 

MIG 

 

1.424 

 

0.312*** 

 

1.377 

 

0.320*** 

 

Primarily 

Liebe 

 

1.018 

 

0.173** 

 

1.193 

 

0.216** 

 

Primarily 

SCFG 

 

1.339 

 

0.142** 

 

1.390 

 

0.157** 

 

R - squared 

  

0.646 

  

0.589 

 

Adjusted r – 

square 

  

0.631 

  

0.572 

F - ratio  44.980***  35.316*** 

***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05 
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Model 3 indicated that the range of explanatory variables accounted for 63.1 per 

cent of the variability in farmer perceptions regarding the impact of participation 

in group events on learning of members across the groups, which is statistically 

significant at the 5 per cent level (F = 44.980, p = 0.00). Except for the variable 

representing multi-group membership all the other variables representing extent of 

member involvement (average days/annum), level of member participation 

(active/passive), and spatial coverage of groups (spatially dispersed group vs. 

others) were found to be statistically significant at the 5 per cent level. Assuming 

that the effects of all other predictors are held constant, evidence suggest that 

those members having a higher average involvement (β = 0.015, p = 0.00), and 

active participation (β = 0.400, p = 0.00) have higher perception about the impact 

of participation in group events on learning.  

It was noted that localised group members (local and regional) had higher 

perceptions regarding participation in group events (β = 0.279, p = 0.00) on their 

learning compared to the geographically dispersed group. With most events 

organised at the local level localised group generally invite greater member 

participation in comparison to the larger groups (see Chapter 4).  

Except for the larger group WANTFA (β = 0.059, p = 0.302) and SEPWA (β = 

0.130, p = 0.084) all the dummy variables representing localised groups (regional 

and local), MIG (β = 0.312, p = 0.000), Liebe (β = 0. 173, p = 0.005), and SCFG 

(β = 0.142, p = 0.007), featured in the model indicating higher member 

perceptions regarding the impact of participation in group events on influencing 

learning. With a larger coverage extent of member involvement was 

comparatively lower in the case of both WANTFA and SEPWA group (see 

Chapter 4 for details).  

Similar to Model 3, except for variable representing multi-group membership (β = 

0.010, p = 0.822) all the other explanatory variables were jointly and individually 

significant determinants of the variability in farmer perceptions regarding the 
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impact of interaction on learning in model 4. Higher (β = 0.098, p = 0.049), and 

active participation (β = 0.390, p = 0.00) in grower groups activities had a positive 

influence over farmer perceptions regarding impact of interactions on their 

learning. As expected localised groups with more member involvement (β = 

0.289, p = 0.00) in group activities were found to be better able to influence 

member perceptions regarding impact of interactions on their learning.  

Similar to the case of Model 3 except for WANTFA (β = 0.101, p = 0.103) and 

SEPWA (β = 0.143, p = 0.078), all the other localised group, MIG (β = 0.320, p 

=0.000), Liebe (β = 0.216, p = 0.001), and SCFG (β = 0.157, p = 0.006) confirm 

the effectiveness of these groups in influencing member perceptions regarding 

impact of interactions on learning. Based upon empirical evidence of the study 

groups in question, the higher levels of member perceptions regarding the impact 

of interactions on learning may be associated with their ability to attract greater 

member participation in the group activities on account of their membership being 

confined to the local region.  

Interpretation and inference using the initial general model depends upon each 

empirical model satisfying the statistical assumptions supporting the OLS 

estimation. There is no evidence in the conventional diagnostic plots examined to 

suggest non-normality, or non-constant variance for all the three general models 

(Fig 5.10). Furthermore, the examination of VIF values for each of the 

explanatory variables did not reveal any significant presence of multi co-linearity 

among them.  However, the presence of non significant explanatory variable -- 

total group membership in both the final models is contrary to assumptions based 

on empirical evidence. Members belonging to multiple groups were identified to 

have comparatively a greater involvement in local groups and thus have a higher 

perception regarding group event participation and interaction on their learning. 

The exclusion of the variable from the model accounts for considerable ambiguity 

in the results and hence the results should be treated with caution. The vagueness 

in the results is less of a reflection on the modelling, and could be concluded as 
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more of a set of insights into the complexity of farmer behaviour in relation to 

different groups.  

Table 5.8                                                                                                                                   
VIF for explanatory variables for the general model specification     

 

          Tolerance                 VIF                                 

   

Total group membership  0.985 1.106 

Active members vs. passive 0.866 1.155 

Average involvement  0.887 1.140 

Local vs. spatially dispersed 

group  
0.882 1.134 

 

 

 

A) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of participation in group events 

 
 

 

B) Farmer perceptions regarding impact of interactions  

 
 

 

Fig 5.10: Diagnostic plots for the two dependent variables based on farmer 

perceptions regarding the impact of (A) participation in group 

events (B) interactions on learning 
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5.4 Conclusion 

The chapter has focussed mainly on the relationship between member 

engagements in the different grower groups and the impact of this on group 

effectiveness in influencing member learning. The analysis presented here is 

consistent with an increasing body of literature pointing to the significance of 

member engagement and interaction in influencing learning as part of a group 

activity. (e.g. Lave and Wenger 1991; 1998; Wenger et al., 2002; Kilpatrick et al., 

2003; Buysee et al., 2003; Hearn and White, 2009; Oreszcyn et al., 2010; Morgan, 

2011; Madsen and Noe, 2012). Much of this literature indicates that groups 

attracting greater member engagement are able to promote a more efficient means 

of learning and that size and geography of groups can have significant 

implications on member involvement in the group activities. The importance of 

these factors were captured in the modelling conducted for assessing group 

performance in influencing learning, where the group geography and coverage 

were significant in influencing group efficiency in promoting member learning. 

Indeed member engagement in group activities is significantly influenced by their 

need for information. In this regard, local groups with more location specific 

information and the ability to deal with a broader range of issues tend to attract 

greater member involvement in comparison to the larger geographically dispersed 

groups. One of the key factors associated with larger group membership was the 

large extent of members belonging to multiple groups. With the range of grower 

groups catering diverse needs within the state, farmers often join multiple groups 

according to their particular need. A farmer may be an active member of a local 

group and have a passive role in a larger state-wide group. However, in most 

cases farmers with multiple groups while being actively involved in smaller 

localised groups (local and active) are likely to have a passive involvement in 

larger groups confining their involvement to attending a few field days or as 

subscribers of group publications.  
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Thus, the results of the analysis here indicate that size and spatial spread of a 

group can play a considerable role in impacting member participation and 

interaction within a grower group. As expected, with higher member participation 

the localised groups (local and regional) are perceived to have a better impact on 

learning by most of the grower group members. Indeed, the results here reflect a 

significant aspect of learning within the grower group membership with regards to 

the association between member involvement and group geography. One of the 

crucial unanswered questions here is what aspects within the grower groups could 

possibly reinforce sustained member involvement in the group activities. Given 

the steady decline in farmer numbers and the corresponding increase in farm size 

within the state this could be a real challenge which could possibly downplay the 

competence of the groups in the long run (McKenzie and Stehlik, 2005).  
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6. How effective are grower groups in filling the research 

and extension gap? 

6.1 Introduction 

With the increasing complexity in agriculture and a steady rise in the number of 

stakeholders involved, collaborations and networking are seen as the most 

effective means of knowledge management. Contrary to traditional modes of 

knowledge production and learning, where knowledge mainly flowed from 

researchers to farmers, contemporary approaches favour a more holistic methods 

emphasising interaction between multiple actors and organisations, in generating, 

sharing, and use of knowledge, and information (see Chapter 2). In Australia, and 

particularly within Western Australia, grower groups are increasingly seen as 

effective means of forming industry collaborations for the purpose of generating 

and disseminating farmer relevant information (Giannatti and Carmody, 2003; 

2007). However, most literature present the role and effectiveness of these groups 

in research, and extension, with a limited consideration on their linkages with the 

broader industry (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 2000b, Giannatti and Carmody, 

2003; 2007; Llewellyn, 2007).  

This chapter draws on interviews with the industry partners and participant 

observation to examine the interaction between the grower groups and their 

external partners (researchers, government departments, private sector). It then 

draws on the concepts of communities of practice to gain a better understanding 

of the role of grower groups in promoting collective knowledge management 

efforts among the diverse actors and organisations. This is followed by an 

explanation of the role of Grower Group Alliance (GGA)
1
 and a discussion on the 

contribution of grower groups in fostering social capital. The chapter concludes 

with an analysis of aspects that can impact the effectiveness and sustainability of 

                                                 
1
 As explained earlier in chapter 3, GGA is the networking organisation connecting the grower 

groups and the agricultural industry within Western Australia.  
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grower groups. The findings are narrowed down on the basis of participant 

observations and interviews with farmer members and grower group collaborators 

(partner sand sponsors).  

6.2 Grower Groups and industry associations 

Gone are the days when agricultural research and extension activities within 

Australia were managed primarily by the public-sector organisations. Recent 

years have witnessed a steady rise in the number of stakeholders for funding, 

implementation and delivery of agricultural research, development, and extension 

(see Chapter 3 for details). While this meant a pro-active involvement of new 

actors and organisations, it also signified knowledge and resources dispersed 

among the different stakeholders (Kooiman, 1993; van Buuren and Edelenphos, 

2006). This necessitated a need to respond to a changing framework from the 

traditional research and extension linkage system (where knowledge transfer 

occurred mainly from the scientists to the farmers) and emphasised shared 

understanding and collective action between the various stakeholders involved 

(see Chapter 2).  

Under the current framework, knowledge generation is seen as a social 

phenomenon that takes place in the complex interaction of diverse actors, rather 

than in the isolated and controlled environment of researchers (Assefa et al., 

2009). This involves actors from diverse backgrounds engaged in a continuous 

process of dialogue and deliberation for joint development of knowledge and 

practices to achieve desired social and/or economic outcomes (Hall, et al., 2003). 

Consequently, farmer groups emphasising collaboration with the broader 

agricultural industry for most of their research and development activities 

emerged as the principal means of engaging the industry stakeholders in 

undertaking farmer relevant research and development activities in Australia 

(Giannatti and Carmody, 2003; 2007). In the process they play a significant role 

in bringing resources and expertise to the farmers local region, while assisting 
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industry to undertake more farmer relevant projects (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a; 

Nettle and Kenny, 2006; Gianatti and Carmody, 2007; Llewellyn, 2007).  

The industry members usually get involved with groups either as partners, taking 

an active role in the planning and implementation of group trials and projects, or 

as sponsors. Some of the important grower group collaborators include: The State 

Department of Agriculture, funding bodies (e.g. GRDC), research organisations 

(CSIRO, universities), private sector (seed, fertilizer, and chemical companies), 

grower organisations, and local governments (Fig 6.1).  

Industry stakeholders involved in grower groups

Partners Sponsors

Research 

Organisations

e.g. CSIRO,

Universities

State Department of 

Agriculture 

Rural Research and

Development 

Corporation  

e.g. GRDC 

Grower 

Organisations

e.g. COGGO

Agribusiness

Local 

Government

 

Fig 6.1 Grower group collaborators 

 

 

 

The most significant agency involved with grower groups is the State Department 

of Agriculture. Once the central authority for applied research and extension, 

funding restrictions severely impacted the mode of operation and service delivery 
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of the Department of Agriculture. Particularly severe were the drastic reductions 

in the traditional areas of extension service delivery to the farmers (Marsh and 

Pannell, 2000a; 2000b; Kerin, 2010). Though still engaged in research, the 

Department of Agriculture in Western Australia has withdrawn from most of their 

extension responsibilities and have adopted various strategies to remain viable to 

the needs of the farmers (see Chapter 3 for details). Working increasingly with the 

grower groups was seen as an efficient means to stay connected with the growers. 

In most cases the Department undertakes collaborative research projects and trials 

with the groups and in a few instances utilise the services of the groups in 

disseminating the results of research conducted by them. A Department of 

Agriculture staff member explained the benefits associated in working with the 

groups: 

The grower groups are quite important today from an agriculture 

industry point of view. They are not only an efficient way of 

disseminating information for organisations like us but also an 

efficient way for growers to get information. Working with the groups 

helps us in getting a better picture about their priorities and that helps 

to deliver our projects accordingly, you know that it will fit into them 

on what you are working and so you are not just plainly hoping that 

they will take them up (Interviewee no.05). 

Another important organisation involved with grower groups are the Rural 

Research and Development Corporations (RDCs) which in recent years have 

emerged as the principal organisations responsible for funding most of the 

agricultural research and extension activities in Australia (see details in Chapter 

3). As part of their objective to promote demand-driven research and extension 

and increased industry collaborations the RDCs are increasingly working with the 

grower groups as explained by a GRDC
2
, western panel

3
 member: “The purpose 

of GRDC’s involvement with grower groups is to provide essential on-ground 

                                                 
2
 As explained in chapter 3, the Grains Research Development Corporation (GRDC) is one of the 

15 Research and Development Corporations funding agricultural research, development and 

extension activities within Australia.   
3
 The GRDC has three regional panels covering the northern, southern and western grain growing 

regions of Australia. The panels play an important strategic and advisory role in GRDCs 

investments.  
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linkage between grower groups, agribusiness, and researcher to better plan and 

design local activities of greatest benefits” (Interviewee no. 06). He further 

elaborated:  

Although, the GRDC offers a very small part of its budget to the 

grower groups, we greatly appreciate the valuable work these groups 

do in applied research and extension. In the Eastern State’s
4
 the 

GRDC is funding some grower groups, but we do not need to do it 

here because the system is working quiet well in the West (Western 

Australia). We share a very symbiotic relationship. The GRDC 

recognises the important role played by these groups, for us they are 

very useful source for harnessing information (Interviewee no. 06). 

 

 

Besides funding several grower group projects and trials, in Western Australia the 

GRDC is also funding the Grower Group Alliance (GGA), the networking 

organisation connecting grower groups, research organisations and agribusiness 

within Western Australia since 2002 (see Section 6.4). A private consultant 

explained this move of GRDC as a way to stay connected with the farmers and the 

industry within the state: “GRDC is not funding any other grower groups as such, 

apart from some of their projects so they want to involve in GGA for the sake of 

staying connected with the farmers and the industry here” (Interviewee no. 011).  

 

One of the outcomes of the increasing significance of RDCs in funding 

agricultural research, development and extension activities was greater farmer 

participation in setting research and extension priorities (see Chapter 3 for 

details). This readily meant an increased emphasis on farmer driven research and 

extension priorities, which also explains the developing emphasis on grower 

groups. The increased emphasis on applied research and a greater reliance on 

external funding sources (especially RDCs) for agricultural research were to a 

great extent responsible for the change in the mode of working of research 

organisations, such as CSIRO and the university sector. These organisations are 

now increasingly becoming involved in applied research and are collaborating 

                                                 
4
 The eastern states are the states adjoining the east coast of Australia.  
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with many grower group projects in an attempt to undertake more farmer relevant 

research as explained by a researcher from CSIRO:  

For applied research, the grower groups as host organisations have 

contract with the funding agencies and they then subcontract to us. 

They (grower groups) are really helpful for organisations like us. They 

help to determine the research questions, define communication 

activities, assist with result interpretation, and help in implementation 

through providing land, inputs and assistance. It helps us in being 

more relevant (Interviewee no. 014).  

 

 

A researcher from the university added:  

Collaboration with the grower groups strengthens the links between 

the faculty of agriculture, farmer and the industry. The involvement 

with the groups helps to do practical research, which need the support 

of the growers. Another advantage is that some of the bigger groups 

like WANTFA have equipments for research trials which may not be 

available in the universities (Interviewee no. 013).  

 

 

For the agribusiness, especially input providers, working in association with 

grower groups in their region is perceived as a means to gain quicker and better 

feedback about their products, and thereby bringing about desirable changes for 

improved adoption (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a). As a staff member from a 

fertiliser company explained: 

When we launch a new product want the industry to know about it, want 

the farmers to understand about our products through our trials with the 

groups as you know seeing is believing. It also helps us to get feedback 

from the growers which help us in improving (Interviewee no. 02).  

 

 

Another staff member from a company involved in the supply of 

agricultural products commented:  

 

Involvement with the groups helps us to get access to the local 

community. It’s good to get affiliated with the groups, people believe 

your product, which makes life easy for us in the long run. Groups 

have a strong representation of growers and help us to have 

involvement with more farmers at a less comparative expense, effort 

and time (Interviewee no.08).  
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Van den Ban (2005) notes that, the commercial companies typically get involved 

only in activities that ultimately benefit them, but further added that the rational 

use of their products is both in the interest of the company and the farmers. Marsh 

and Pannell (2000a) further elaborated that the better use of inputs help both the 

farmers as well as agribusiness by helping to minimise risk in the increasingly 

market-oriented and deregulated agricultural industry. This further helps to 

explain the increasing associations between the groups and the private sector, 

especially agribusiness.  

 

Similar to agribusiness, private consultants are playing an increasingly important 

role in the provision of information to farmers. As part of the adoption of the 

funder-purchaser-provider
5
 model by the public sector agencies, an increasing use 

of private consultants is being made to deliver many government funded research 

and extension programs. The consultants are presumed to have better links with 

the farmers, and are thus expected to be more helpful in better targeting the 

research (Marsh and Pannell, 2000a). Many of the grower group trials are 

outsourced by the funding bodies to private consultants. In many instances private 

consultants are paid members of well established groups, with the main intention 

of getting access to information from group research and also to access potential 

clients readily as explained by a consultant:  

As a consultant being part of the groups helps. I could make a strong 

presence in the region (especially Mingenew). Good access to my own 

as well as potential clients, opportunity to learn many things, 

opportunity to market myself to a bigger group of farmers. It’s fun to 

work with positive receptive people hungry for information 

(Interviewee no. 011).  

 

 

Apart from those mentioned above, several other organisations, such as grower 

organisations (Council of Grain Growers Organisation (COGGO); Grain Industry 

Association Western Australia (GIWA)), natural resource management bodies, 

                                                 
5

 Explained earlier in Chapter 3, the Funder-Purchaser-Provider (FPP) model requires the 

separation of policy and service delivery responsibilities. The implementation of this model 

involves effective benchmarking of the cost of services 
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local governments are involved with the groups. Most of these organisations 

consider grower groups as an efficient means of information delivery and 

effective medium for remaining in contact with the growers. 

  

 

6.2.1 Liebe  group and industry collaborations: a case study  

The Liebe group based in northern agricultural wheatbelt of Western Australia is 

involved in the generation and dissemination of production focussed agricultural 

information. As part of its research and development activities the group has 

established linkages with the broader agricultural industry (see Chapter 4 for 

details). This section provides detail about four main projects currently being 

implemented by the group, with the objective of providing a better understanding 

about the group’s linkages with the broader industry.  

1) Profitable crop sequencing in WA: This five year project is funded by the 

GRDC and led by the Department of Agriculture and Food and incorporates 

eight grower groups within Western Australia. The project aims to track the 

real situation of break crops
6
 over a wide range of farms within the state and 

involves field monitoring of 144 paddocks’ within the State, application of 

economic modelling, and capturing farmers experience (Liebe, 2012b). Each 

of the grower groups involved in the project represents a different region of 

the state and is mainly responsible for the implementation of the project in 

their region of operation.  

2) Management strategies to overcome wind erosion: Funded by the Australian 

Government, Caring for  our Country, this is a four year project and will 

include conducting farmer demonstrations, workshops/events, case studies 

involving as many as 300 growers in the Liebe region. This project will build 

on an existing Liebe group project and take on learnings from the current 

                                                 
6
 A break crop is a secondary crop grown to interrupt the repeated sowing of grain as part of crop 

rotation 
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project and develop them further, with the focus being on an increased 

adoption of different strategies to manage erosion. In order to undertake 

different aspects of the project the group builds on its associations with the 

wider industry, such as collaborating with DAFWA, and Australian Herbicide 

Resistance Initiative (AHRI).  

3) Farm ready projects: Funded by the Australian Government, Department of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF), the project aims to raise 

awareness and assist growers in dealing with climate change. Project activities 

include organising workshops, and undertaking case studies, trials and 

demonstrations. As part of this project the group utilised the services of 

Farmanco
7
, and DAFWA, to produce reports related to the project; GRDC to 

fund for a scenario planning workshop; and CSIRO for presenting 

information.  

4) Stubble and soil management: Funded by GRDC, this three year project looks 

into gaining a better understanding of soil and stubble management practices. 

A committee including growers, representatives and researchers determine the 

direction of the project and provide technical advice. The group collaborates 

mainly with research organisations, such as CSIRO and The University of 

Western Australia for undertaking the trials related to the project.  

In addition to these key projects, the group is undertaking numerous trials (more 

than 60 per year) focussing on topics such as soil biology, nutrition, crop varieties, 

water use efficiency, disease and weed management, crop rotations, and more. 

Most of these trials are conducted in association with Department of Agriculture 

Western Australia (DAFWA), research organisations such as CSIRO, and 

universities, and private sector mainly agribusiness in the Liebe region.  

Fig. 6.2 presents a summary of the Liebe group partners involved in the projects 

mentioned above.  

                                                 
7
 Farmanco are independent farm management professionals.  
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Liebe  group

Funding

Grains Research 

Development

Corporation (GRDC)                

Australian government    

caring for our country 

Australian government,  

Department of 

Agriculture, Fisheries and

Forestry                    

Research                    

Organisations

Commonwealth 

Scientific and Industrial 

Research Organisation                               

(CSIRO)

University of Western 

Australia  (UWA)            

Private sector

Farmanco

Government 

Organsiations

State Department

of Agriculture , 

Western Australia 

(DAFWA)       

 

   Fig 6.2 Liebe group external project collaborators 

 

The Liebe example is a demonstration of the ability of grower groups in building 

constructive partnerships with a wide range of actors from the industry. This 

feature of the group, along with their potential to disseminate information, has 

made them crucial players in agricultural research and extension. The diverse 

actors and organisations involved in the project is also an indication of the 

increasing interdependence between them and the need for a greater association as 

a means to mobilise the knowledge and resources dispersed between them (van 

Buuren and Edelenphos, 2006).  It is here that the grower groups exhibit their role 

as community of practice, well positioned in identifying and connecting the 

linkages between knowledge, policy, and practice as part of the current 

collaborative knowledge generation process (Hearn and White, 2009). 
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6.3 Interpretation on the role of grower groups as communities of 

practice: linking knowledge, policy and practice 

 

 
Joint knowledge production between scientists, policy makers, private sector and 

community, is often assumed to lead to reconciliation of supply and demand of 

knowledge, and is said to lead to better, more policy relevant, and socially robust 

knowledge (Hegger et al., 2012). This implies that a range of diverse actors 

(scientists, policy makers, and other societal actors) cooperate directly in the 

exchange, production and application of knowledge (Hegger, et al., 2012). As 

noted by van den Hove (2007) such cooperation involves a social process that 

allows for the exchange, co-evolution and joint construction of knowledge with 

the aim of improved decision making. However, here it should be noted that, 

connecting science, policy, and practice can be inherently complex, and as stated 

by Cash et al., (2003) can only be effective if the values and beliefs of the diverse 

stakeholders involved in the process are acknowledged appropriately.  

 

Often, the diverse actors involved in the knowledge production process have 

different values and apprehensions. Policy makers, for instance may be interested 

in the production of credible knowledge that meets the demands of the decision 

makers, while scientist may be interested in knowledge that meets scientific 

demands (Cash et al., 2003). Thus, different actors will have different standards 

and expectations in the joint production of knowledge, and this plurality can 

sometimes make connecting the different disciplines (science, policy, and 

practice) inherently complex (Kemp and Rotmans, 2009). With their emphasis on 

interactive learning, communities of practice can play a crucial role in engaging 

the diverse actors in the knowledge generation process, by encouraging and 

combining, deliberation, negotiation, and joint-decision making between them 

(van den Ban and Edlenphos, 2006; van den Hoove, 2007). Unlike other task 

teams that are organised for the accomplishment of a specific purpose, 

communities of practice in most cases sustain for longer periods and embrace an 

ongoing practice of learning and doing and thus play a critical part in exploring 

and developing new knowledge and sharing it (see Chapter 2 for details).  
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The grower groups as communities of practice demonstrate the ability to build 

constructive partnerships with the broader industry in the knowledge generation 

process. Initiated in response to address farmer’s research and extension needs, 

these groups establish linkages with the broader industry for the knowledge 

generation purpose (see Chapter 4 for details). The groups act as a platform for 

linking and learning between practitioners, researchers, policy makers, and private 

sector, to analyse, address, and explore practical solutions to a range of problems. 

While this can help in bringing together a spectrum of different perspectives on a 

problem it also helps to make sense of and interpretation of knowledge within the 

members specific context (van Buuren and Edelenphos, 2006; Hearn and White, 

2009).  

 

Hearn and White (2009) noted that, the CoP’s provide an environment of 

reflection, interpretation, and feedback that enriches the relationship between 

researchers and practitioners such that the knowledge produced is of greater 

worth, and is, therefore,  more influential, as explained by a researcher from 

CSIRO:  

The grower groups are an organised way of interacting between the 

scientific community and the farmers. On a personal level for me, 

working with the groups is enjoyable, fulfilling; it gives you an 

important opportunity to work with the farmers’, and teaches you to 

target your message to the farmers’. It’s a two way exchange of 

knowledge, and certainly helps to produce more relevant results 

(Interviewee no. 0l3).  

 

A private consultant added: “The grower groups are a forum to 

discuss ideas. For many private organisations they are the focal point 

to get access to the local community. You work closely with the 

farmers, get their view points, put across your ideas and it really helps 

in getting realistic solutions (Interviewee no. 01). 

 

 

However, as discussed earlier, different perspectives and expectation of partners 

sometimes can result in confronting situations, for instance, the increasing debate 

on the validity of the grower group research, between the scientific community 
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and the farmers (Carberry, 2001; McCowan, 2001; van Buuren and Edelenphos, 

2006). While the farmers increasingly support the applicability of their research, 

scientists have concerns about its rigour, as evident from the comments of a 

researcher from CSIRO: 

My biggest worry is the lack of capacity of some of these groups to 

handle research. Some of them (grower groups) they decide to 

implement a project without collaborating with any scientific 

organisations, it affects the quality of research, general insights from 

the project. In some cases proper replications are not followed which 

is not good in the long run. The farmers are happy as long as it is 

serving their need at present, but you have to look at things from a 

distant perspective (Interviewee no. 014).  

 

On being asked about the concern expressed by the scientist regarding the lack of 

rigour conducted by the grower groups, one of the members remarked: 

Agree that they (research organisations) are doing some real basic 

research, but they are not doing those experiments where needed. 

CSIRO is doing some work on modelling but their level of extension 

is worst. The scientists rarely leave Perth
8
. The grower groups are 

good at doing experiments at the local level and they are the best place 

to share information. Till now the groups have not seen any dangerous 

experiments (Interviewee no.023). 

Carberry (2001) further explains that much as industry may be critical of the lack 

of relevance of the research results, research professionals have been cynical 

about research undertaken on farmer’s fields. On-farm research, with large, 

possibly un-replicated plots and relying more on qualitative data is often seen as 

having low rigour (data integrity and replicability), and consequently difficult to 

publish. 

 

However, Carberry (2001) further noted that on-farm participatory research can in 

most cases provide the environment needed to enable credible research that could 

be delivered in a highly relevant manner. Often the participants themselves, in 

order to accommodate the diverse demands, adapt to their environment and are 

changed to a certain extent in the process. A similar view was presented by van 

Buuren and Edelenphos (2006), regarding the construction of knowledge within a 

                                                 
8
 Perth Is the capital of Western Australia.  
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community of practice. According to them, staying at the edge of ‘chaos’ for a 

CoP leads to a process of interaction between adaptation and influencing among 

the different actors involved, resulting in construction of much conducive 

knowledge.  

 

The continued process of dialogue and deliberation within a community of 

practice often helps to build upon the relationships between the stakeholders 

(researchers, practitioners, policy makers, private sector) belonging to domains 

that in most cases are criss-crossed by complex social networks (Hearn and 

White, 2009). This ability of the community of practice distinguishes it from other 

networks and task teams, and makes them powerful tools in policy-making. As 

explained by one of the grower group members:  

The group has managed to bring people, you normally do not see 

often, to our region. We now see a lot of innovative people coming to 

our shire. The group is now recognised as a crucial factor for 

impacting research and extension in this region (Interviewee no. 034).  

 

 

 

6.4 Role of Grower Group Alliance in promoting networking 

within the agricultural industry 

In Western Australia, the linkage between the grower groups and the broader 

industry was further improved with the formation of the Grower Group Alliance 

(GGA) in 2002. The rapid rise in the formation of grower groups that began in the 

early 1990s resulted in a considerable number of groups, within the state by the 

end of the decade (Giannatti and Carmody, 2003; 2007). However, most of these 

groups functioned in isolation and there lacked a proper mechanism to connect the 

different groups and industry within the state. In the absence of a central authority 

for agricultural extension there was an increasing recognition of the need for a 

principal organisation connecting the different grower groups and the agricultural 

industry. It was seen as essential to improving the extension and adoption process, 

thus enabling the applicability of research to its full potential (Giannatti and 
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Carmody, 2003). A private consultant involved in the formation of the Grower 

Group Alliance recalls:  

Back in the 1990s I went to a conference on connecting grower groups 

across the country and then it struck that there existed several well 

established grower groups within the State (Western Australia) and we 

in the industry were not aware of many of them A networking 

organisation connecting the different grower groups across the State 

and the agricultural industry could do wonders to our industry 

(Interviewee no. 011).  

 

 

This led a few well established grower groups
9
 and research organisations

10
 to 

apply for funding to the GRDC for the formation of a coordinated network of 

stakeholders (grower groups, research organisation and agribusiness). The funding 

was approved in 2002, leading to the formation of Grower Group Alliance. The 

main objectives of the project were: 1) to connect the network of grower groups 

and their partners (researchers and agribusiness) for better exchange of 

knowledge, ideas and research results between the members; 2) enhance the 

participation of grower groups in collaborative projects developed between 

grower groups, researchers and agribusiness, and; 3) to provide support to the 

group members towards becoming more efficient and effective as a group (GGA, 

2010b: p.5). As stated by Serrat (2010) networks are ordinarily formed on the 

collaborative hypothesis that working together can help accomplish more than 

working alone. Gianatti and Carmody (2003) noted that the organisation of the 

grower groups into networks has made them more accessible and relevant to the 

broader industry in Western Australia.  

 

From its modest start, the GGA steadily grew over the years and now has a 

network of more than 40 grower groups and representatives from the agricultural 

industry (GGA, 2011). The GGA today serves as a central point of contact to 

reach grower groups within Western Australia and adds value to the impact of 

                                                 
9
 These included Liebe, Facey, Mingenew Irwin, Corrigin Farm Improvement Group, South East 

Premium Wheat Growers Association and Pulse Association of South East 
10

 Department of Agriculture and Food Western Australia, Commonwealth Scientific and 

Industrial Research Organisation , Centre for Legumes in Mediterranean Agriculture, Western 

Australian Herbicide Resistance Initiative  CRC for plant based management for dry land salinity 

and The University of Western Australia 
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research and extension activities within the State (Steady State Consulting, 2009). 

A researcher elaborates the crucial role played by GGA: 

It is a good balance for providing a forum for linking all the grower 

groups and the industry within the State. It not only helps in national 

coordination but also helps in coordinating at the international levels. 

A group of foreigners approached me for the field days organised in 

WA and I forwarded the mail to the Grower Group Alliance 

coordinator to provide them with the details informing them about the 

field days conducted by the different groups. It was organised soon 

(Interviewee no. 012).  

 

 

As part of its networking role the GGA undertakes a series of activities that 

include routine assignments, such as, emailing fortnightly calendar of events and 

newsletter to all its grower group members and the wider industry. Apart from 

this: 1) the GGA staff keep in regular contact with its grower group members 

through attending various events organised by the groups (approximately 40 to 60 

group events/year); 2) coordinate regional meetings for the grower groups and 

industry partners; 3) act as broker in case of multi-group submission of funding 

for projects; 4) provide operational support for grower groups particularly during 

the initial stages of group formation; 5) training to staff for improving the group 

efficiency; 6) help in publicity by providing the groups with opportunity to 

contribute to a number of leading Australian agricultural publications; 7) improve 

the communication strategies through providing information about latest 

communication technologies (Skype, webinars, bulk emailing systems, websites); 

8) coordinating presenters or workshops for grower group events; 9) running an 

expression of interest to assist the grower group partners (researchers, 

agribusiness) to outline an upcoming project, trial or workshop opportunity which 

they would like to provide the grower groups; 10) organising annual forum 

providing a platform for the exchange of ideas and needs between the grower 

group representatives and the wider industry (GGA, 2011). A local group member 

while explaining the significant role played by the GGA stated:  
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Without GGA, there would have been no coordination among the 

groups, that’s for sure. I don’t know about the bigger groups, but for 

smaller groups like us we would be totally unaware about what’s 

happening in other regions. Yes even without them individual groups 

would have continued working but there would have been so much of 

disintegration (Interviewee no. 040).  

 

 

Another member from a well established state-wide group added:  

 

Without GGA individual groups would have still continued with their 

projects and trial works, but I seriously doubt effectiveness of 

extension activities within the State. Duplication of research would 

have been an issue which is a real potential wastage of enormous time, 

efforts and resources. So the groups as members of the GGA should 

be very sharing about what they are going to try. The calendar of 

operation from the GGA is very important to coordinate the various 

events and functions within the State’s agricultural industry and also 

the Expression of Interest (EOI) run by the GGA makes, finding the 

research interest of the groups and the researchers in a project easier  

(Interviewee no. 07).  

 

The GGA was started as a regional group (MIG) project and hence funding from 

GRDC is provided directly to MIG and the group still administers the project. 

Except for the initial two year funding phase all the subsequent phases were 

funded for a period of three years. The GGA is now in its fourth phase of 

operation, and is managed by two full time contract employees. In order to stay 

relevant to the needs of the members the strategic directions of the GGA is 

managed by a strategic Advisory Group (SAG) comprising of growers, 

researchers and private agribusiness. Besides the strategic committee the 

executive officers and committee members of associated grower groups play a 

vital link in the operation of the project. They provide the GGA coordinator with 

updates regarding their group activities, communicate the results of their group’s 

trial and demonstration programs and pass on the requests from grower members 

for new information or opportunities (Gianatti 2006a). Fig 6.3 provides an 

overview of the role and management and linkages of GGA. 
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Fig 6.3 Role and management of GGA                                                                

(Source: The author) 

 

 

 

In 2012, the GGA celebrated ten years of its formation and its role in connecting 

the industry and the grower groups. A GRDC Western Panel member offered the 

following observations: 

GGA has come a long way today, from the days when it was an 

informal alliance between five grower groups which then collaborated 

with a few research organisations to get the funds for a full time staff. 

Today the GGA is well established enough to continue to exist even if 

GRDC stops funding them. They have proved themself to be 

important and will manage to obtain fund from other sources 

(Interviewee no. 06).  
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6.5 Role of Grower Groups in fostering social capital  

 

The contribution of grower groups in fostering social capital through emphasis on 

informal networking among individuals for knowledge creation, sharing and use, 

has been explained here from a community of practice perspective. It is also 

apparent that they play a role in the development of social capital, which can be 

defined by using the three dimensions developed by Lesser and Prusak (2001), to 

interpret the role of communities of practice in building social capital:  

1) Structural dimension: The communities of practice can provide the 

opportunity for individuals to develop a network of individuals having similar 

interest. This materialises in several ways. First, the community serve as an 

intra-network clearing house by identifying those with relevant knowledge 

and helping individuals within the community make connections with one 

another. Secondly, the community act as reference mechanism, enabling 

individuals to quickly evaluate the knowledge of other members without 

having to contact each individual within the network. Lastly, the community 

helps to connect individuals from outside, to those who are already identified 

as community members. 

2) Relational dimension: By bringing people together to create and share relevant 

knowledge the communities enable to build a sense of trust and obligation.  

 

3) Cognitive dimension: The communities of practice evolve their own language, 

facilitate sharing of knowledge objects that are used by the community 

members, and generate and transmit stories that enable new members to take 

cues from experienced personal and allow the development of a community 

memory that perpetuates itself long after the original members depart. 

 

The grower groups were regarded as an important means of getting connected 

with other farmers and experts from the industry by all the interviewees (n = 

34), as one of them explained:  
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The reason why I wanted to be in the grower group was to get out 

there and see what is happening. More than that it was a case of being 

involved in the local community and getting an opportunity to meet 

and talk to so many different people from different organisations 

whom normally I could not meet. The social side of coming together 

is also satisfied which is a must for rural life in Australia. The group 

organises events where we sort of just interact with each other 

(Interviewee no. 031).  

 

 

Participation in groups was seldom viewed simply as a means to access 

information, but more as a form of social interaction. More important these 

interactions were generally seen as leading to stronger connections between 

members in a community, as a local group member pointed out:  

In this region we had issues which were pretty unique and moreover 

there was not much networking happening. The group has helped to 

improve our efficiency. It has aided in learning different issues 

relevant to us.  Somebody would have done something locally and 

when you are in a group you can actually learn from them. It helps in 

building trust in sharing information. Most members are very 

supportive of each other, which is so difficult in agriculture 

(Interviewee no. 041).  

 

 

Hassall and Associate (2004), presented a similar finding. According to them 

successful groups promote a feeling of mutual respect, friendship and caring, and 

members enjoy working together. Members speak highly of partner organisations, 

and there exist a sense of embracing differences and a sense of stimulating growth 

that will benefit a wider audience.  

 

There are also instances when groups are believed to have made significant 

contributions to the development of declining communities. Many regional 

communities in Australia have been considerably affected by the restructuring in 

agriculture leading to fewer families, undermined local economies, falling 

employment opportunities and withdrawal of services essential to their survival 

(Tonts, 2005). For instance, the Liebe group in the northern wheatbelt of Western 
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Australia was formed in a region of extreme isolation and declining communities 

as recalled by one of the founders: “Sometimes back they were about to close 

down the local primary school in the region. The reason they stated was there was 

not enough students to keep it going. That is when a group of us got together” 

(Interviewee no. 050). Hassall and Associates (2004) note that, within a few years 

of its formation, the Liebe group has created a centre of power, vibrancy, and 

positive outcomes in the region. In a declining region they have stimulated 

community interaction and pride. In a similar vein, the Mingenew Irwin Group 

(regional group in northern agricultural region) has made significant contribution 

to the local community, as stated by one of the members:  

We have got lot of innovative people coming to our shire as a result of 

MIG, tertiary educated staff. Higher dollars are passing through the 

hands of MIG than the hands of our shire. We had $80,000 in the first 

year of MIG, now its $1.4 million for environmental issues. It is good 

for our local industry (Interviewee no. 034).  

 

 

6.6 Challenges for grower groups 

 

The literature provides ample evidence about the positive impact of group based 

approaches on farmer learning and adoption (Coutts and Daniels, 1996; Marsh 

and Pannell, 2000b; Nabben, 2000; Madukwe, 2006; Llwellyn, 2007).  However, 

several studies have also highlighted the difficulties associated with group based 

learning (Black 2000; Nabben et al 2000; Murray 2000; Marsh and Pannell 

2000b). This section focuses on the challenges that can impact sustainability and 

effectiveness of grower groups within Western Australia. 

 

Since the early 1990s, Western Australia has witnessed a rapid rise in the number 

of grower groups and the state now has an extensive range of groups serving the 

information needs of the farmers (see Chapter 3 and 4 for details). However, 

despite of the steady increase in their number, there are concerns regarding the 

effectiveness of many of these groups. Out of the total 13 industry partners 
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interviewed, six expressed concerns regarding the rapid growth in the group 

numbers. As an agribusiness staff noted:  

“41 grower groups, that’s a lot of them! How many of them are really 

effective? Seriously you cannot judge, but I feel this is probably not 

an exciting way of going ahead. You need to put a break somewhere” 

(Interviewee no. 04).  

 

 

Marsh and Pannell (2000a) stated that, the rapid rise in the grower groups number 

is in fact a threat to the effectiveness of group based extension, with only a few 

being really worthwhile and effective. They further added that accelerated rise in 

the group numbers also presents challenges for the industry in effectively 

servicing them. Most of the groups rely increasingly on external funding for the 

implementation of several of their research and development activities (Roberts 

Evaluation Pty Ltd, 2008), and with the large number of groups within the state, it 

is likely that obtaining funding is going to be the most critical future concern that 

can impact the viability of many of these groups (Marsh and Pannell, 2000b, 

Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). This has the potential to lead to competition and 

reduced sharing of information between them (Gianatti and Carmody, 2007).  

 

The steady decline in farmer numbers and the corresponding increase in farm size 

within the state will negatively influence farmer participation in group activities, 

which is crucial for their learning and group sustainability (see Chapter 4 and 5). 

A Department of Agriculture staff member expressed his concern:  

The sustainability of the group approach here worries me. The number 

of farmers is decreasing day by day, and the farm business is getting 

bigger and bigger. Lot of people are going to have more 

commitments, so how can we expect the same level of participation in 

the future? (Interviewee no. 03). 

 

 

Particularly affected will be the smaller groups with no full time staff. Many of 

them (local groups) have limited financial backing to support staff, and depend 

especially on committee members to organise and implement most of the group 
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activities (see Chapter 4) which can be quite taxing during busy seasons, as 

evident from the comments of a local group committee member:  

The group demands a lot of time from the executive members. The 

problem becomes how much time it takes and how much involvement 

you have. In a trial we have to change varieties or fertilisers or things 

like that. Just imagine, putting it in the middle of seeding; that can 

take you all day in a relatively small trial which can put everything 

behind which is where I get frustrated. I am more than happy to let 

someone else come and do the trials but when doing heap of work 

when you are already flooded out, doing something else bothers me 

(Interviewee no.048).  

 

While the smaller groups mainly suffer due to lack of financial backing and 

administrative support, for some of the larger groups, seeking funding to sustain 

the team of staff becomes a major issue as evident from the comments of a 

regional group member:  

I would like to see someone give us $100, 000 per year and we don’t 

worry about sponsors. Pleasing our sponsors and looking after them is 

taking a lot of time and that is a real negative on the group sometimes. 

If we would not have sponsors then we would not have all those 

people (staff) working for us (Interviewee no. 027).  

Kilpatrick et al., (2003b) notes that, excessive reliance on external funding can 

threaten group sustainability. In order to obtain funding, groups are often expected 

to operate under the guidelines outlined by the sponsors, though there is always 

the potential for these to conflict with the original objectives of the members.  

In case of larger groups with widely dispersed membership, attracting enough 

member participation often becomes a challenging task (see Chapter 4 for details). 

In such a case, with limited active participation by members, the sense of 

identification remains very superficial. Many people join the group but they do 

not honour their commitments (Wenger, et al., 2002). As one of the local group 

member also belonging to a larger group explained:  
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A lot of their (referring to a state-wide group) stuff is up country and 

the soil type there is so different. It just does not seem applicable. I do 

not participate in any of their activities. The only reason that I am in 

the group is that they have a little legal team that can help with things 

like, someone sues you, or an accident happens on the farm. They 

have got a bit of force there (Interviewee no. 045).  

 

 

Another challenge that can potentially impact group sustainability especially 

during its formative stage is too much dependence on the group leader. Increasing 

reliance on the group leader makes a group vulnerable to his departure and also 

decreases the diversity of perspectives with the community. Thus it becomes very 

important to spread leadership and share responsibilities (Wenger et al., 2002). A 

Department of Agriculture staff expressed a slightly different perspective 

regarding the increasing reliance on grower groups:  

I was just thinking about the huge amount of resources being invested 

in group research. What happens when a group suddenly falls apart? 

How do you recover the information gathered over the years? It’s lost, 

completely wasted? I still feel the Department of Agriculture needs to 

take an upper hand here in collating the information (Interviewee 

no.07). 

 

 

Given the fact that the grower groups are organic in nature, and last only as long 

as the group seems to serves the needs of its members, this concern seems logical. 

However, anecdotal evidence suggests that groups with strong member 

commitments can last for considerable periods of time to make effective impact 

on the community. In Western Australia, groups such as Moora Milling Pasture 

Improvement Groups (local group) (1938); Neridup Soil Conservation Group 

(local group) (1958) have been functioning for sustained periods of time (GGA, 

2011). 

 

6.7 Conclusion 

 

Until, recently the State Department of Agriculture was the central agency 

responsible for delivery of most of the applied research and extension services to 

the farmers. However, reduction in government support to agriculture has 
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witnessed a steady withdrawal of the Department of Agriculture from many of 

their traditional roles, especially the delivery of agricultural extension services to 

the farmers. There has also been a corresponding rise in the number of 

stakeholders involved in the funding, implementation, and delivery of agricultural 

research, development, and extension services. This meant knowledge and 

resources now lay widely dispersed among multiple actors resulting in a greater 

interdependence among the actors and organisations involved in the process. This 

represents a shift from the traditional mode of knowledge production and delivery 

which emphasised on the ‘top-down’ mode of technology development and 

transfer.  

Contemporary agriculture promotes the notion that knowledge creation, 

dissemination, and users of agricultural knowledge are bound together and 

emphasise on linkages and association between the diverse stakeholders. There is 

a much greater emphasis on development of farmer relevant technology 

enunciating the role of farmers both as recipients, and, originators, of agricultural 

information and stress on a two-way flow of information and knowledge between 

the experts and the farmers. One of the outcomes of these developments was an 

increased emphasis on participatory group approaches as the preferred means of 

knowledge generation and dissemination involving the entire set of organisations 

and actors in the process (researchers, government organisations, private sector, 

farmers). This approach emphasises on a greater farmer initiative in identification 

of problems, and in planning and implementation of research and development 

activities. The new framework adopts a more holistic approach where knowledge 

production is seen more as a collaborative process which involves pooling 

together skills, knowledge, experience, and other resources from the multiple 

partners involved in the process of development of more context-specific 

information. Knowledge development is now seen more as a social process 

involving a continued discourse and discussion among the partners for the 

production of relevant information.  
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These recent trends have seen farmer groups emerge as significant organisations 

in agricultural research and particularly extension. Through an increase emphasis 

on networking and collaborations with actors and organisations from the broader 

agricultural industry these groups serve as a forum for involving the diverse actors 

and organisations for the production and dissemination of farmer relevant 

information. One of the interesting features of these groups is their ability to 

involve in a continues process of learning and doing and their capacity to build 

constructive partnership with a broad range of actors at a given time. This feature 

of these groups has resulted in the wider actors and organisations increasingly 

seeking to collaborate with these groups for the better production and delivery of 

farmer relevant services.  

In Australia and particularly within the state of Western Australia, the grower 

groups occupy a central position and play a crucial role in involving the broader 

industry in the generation of farmer relevant information and subsequently play an 

even greater role in its dissemination. The formation of the networking 

organisation Grower Group Alliance aided in further reinforcing the linkages 

between the groups and the industry within the state. By bringing people together 

for the creation and sharing of relevant knowledge these groups make important 

contributions to the development and fostering of social capital and in many 

instances have made crucial contributions to the revitalisation of many declining 

communities. The performance of these groups is dependent on a balance between 

farmer participation, external resources, sustained collaborations, and a continued 

delivery of value to its members. The absence of any of these can impact the 

efficiency and sustainability of these groups substantially.  

Despite of the significant role played by the groups increasing reliance on the 

grower groups is seen as a cause of concern. The rapid increase in the number of 

grower groups within the state is believed to not only impacts the efficiency of a 

group based approach, but also the ability of the industry to adequately support 

them. Some other issues likely to influence the ability of the groups in impacting 
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both member learning and group sustainability are: extent of member participation 

and interaction, lack of commitment towards group activities, too much reliance 

on group leaders and core members, lack of ability to support enough staff, and 

increasing reliance on external funding. Though local groups demand an increased 

commitment from the group member’s, evidence suggests that these groups are 

sustained for longer duration.  
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7. Conclusions 

7.1 Introduction  

As outlined in Chapter 1, this thesis has five main objectives: 1) to study the 

central factors that led to the emergence and establishment of grower groups in 

Western Australia; 2) to examine evolution, structure, membership characteristics, 

and member participation of grower groups; 3) to analyse the effectiveness of 

groups in promoting social learning; 4) to explore the role of grower groups in 

facilitating multi-stakeholder engagement and learning; and 5) to develop 

conclusion on the role of grower groups as communities of practice and explore 

strategies for improving their effectiveness and sustenance. This chapter 

summarises the key findings of the thesis within the context of the research 

objectives and the broader literature. This is followed by a discussion of the 

implications and future research directions.  

7.2 The emergence of grower groups 

In Chapter 2, it was pointed out that, over the past three decades or so, there has 

been fundamental shift in the way that agricultural extension and research have 

been undertaken. At a broad level, the notion of ‘technology transfer’ from 

scientific experts to farmers on the ground has been replaced by a more 

participatory set of approaches that see farmers, scientists, agencies, and the 

private sector engaged in more participatory and integrated approaches (Hall, 

2009; Daane, 2010). These are likely to have contributed to both adoption and 

improvements in new farming methods, farm productivity and financial 

performance (Anandajayasekeram, 2011; Grant, 2012). Closely related to this was 

a shift from policy approaches during the 1980s that emphasised state intervention 

and support of industries (and in particular rural industries) in favour of those 

oriented towards market forces (Lawrence, 1987; Tonts and Jones, 1997; Gray 

and Lawrence, 2001; Tonts and Siddique, 2011). For most developed economies 
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this shift towards neoliberal settings was rationalised by a corresponding move 

towards approaches based on self-help, and bottom-up, community-based 

initiatives with minimal state intervention. This was seen as an efficient means to 

mobilise the skills and resources of the local community, enabling it to face the 

challenges of a more competitive global climate (Black, 2000; Cheshire, 2000; 

Clegg et al., 2002; Pritchard and Tonts, 2011). Thus, the overall picture for 

agriculture in the developed world was of a close relationship between emerging 

models of extension and the shift towards neoliberal approaches to policy.  

Chapter 3, examined how these changing conditions contributed to the emergence 

of grower groups in Australia. The evidence presented lends weight to the 

contention of Marsh and Pannell (2000a) that the emergence of grower groups 

was in large part a response to decreasing levels of government funding available 

for the provision of public-sector extension services to farmers. Moreover, as 

Marsh and Pannell (2000b) pointed out, the application of new concepts in 

extension led to increasing involvement of stakeholders, especially the private 

sector, in financing and delivery of information services to farmers, fundamentally 

changing the provision of extension services. Under the new approach, 

participatory concepts emerged as the preferred means of information generation 

and dissemination, resulting in a proliferation of group approaches in agricultural 

and regional development projects. These were seen as effective means of 

empowering farmers while promoting efficient management of knowledge and 

resources in the generation of practically relevant information. With the increased 

need for location specific information in contemporary agriculture participatory 

group approaches gained further recognition.  

Chapter 2 showed that Australia was not alone in this transition and that many 

other parts of the world followed a similar pattern, shifting towards market-led 

approaches and focusing on participatory models of extension and research. These 

approaches were entirely different to the ‘science-push’ model that had dominated 

agricultural research and extension post World War II, and were seen as a move 
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towards the ‘demand-pull’ approach that emphasised that farmers should have 

more control over the information they need and the way it is delivered (Marsh 

and Pannell, 2000b). It also reflected an increasing adoption of the practices of 

social learning that emphasised on collective learning and greater cooperation and 

collaboration among the diverse stakeholders involved in agriculture. From a 

conceptual perspective, all of this is consistent with the transition to neoliberal 

policy frameworks that encourage the notion of self-help and self-reliance 

amongst farmers, as well as the growing focus on participatory methods in 

extension as a more effective means of promoting farmer adaption and 

adjustment. This study contends that it was the combination of these forces that 

encouraged farmers to be less dependent on government support, and in a number 

of cases to ‘self-organise’ their extension and research activities.   

This self-organisation became most apparent in the late 1980s with the emergence 

of the Landcare movement (Carr, 1995; Lockie, 1999; Compton et al., 2006). 

While isolated farm improvement groups had existed since at least the 1930s, 

Landcare saw the emergence of a more widespread and systematic approach to 

local and regional level farmer groups. Landcare, in aiming to deal with the 

problem of land degradation and management, emphasised collective action 

among the different actors and organisations involved in agriculture. These 

formed as part of a recognition that centralised government responses to land 

management issues in agriculture were unlikely to be successful without ‘buy in’ 

from local farmers (Conacher and Conacher, 1995). Moreover, it recognised the 

importance of local knowledge about land use and environmental systems, and the 

need for farmers to work together on a range of spatial scales (e.g. catchment, 

regional etc.). While Landcare commenced with significant government funding, 

in reality the amount that trickled through to the local level was modest, and 

reflected the neoliberalist notion that heavy government investment was a ‘thing 

of the past’, and that resources needed to be managed along more commercial 

lines. 
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While the antecedents of grower groups are evident in Landcare, it is important to 

emphasise that the grower groups examined in this thesis have a quite different 

focus. Environmental issues form just one of a range of considerations that 

include farm productivity, financial performance and in some cases social 

development. These newer grower groups began to emerge in the early 1990s, in 

response not just to the reduction in government support for agricultural research, 

extension and related policy changes but also with a rising need for more tailor-

made information associated with modern agriculture. However, there is a much 

wider social and economic context. The 1980s and 1990s were a particularly 

difficult period for Australian agriculture, with modest commodity prices, cost-

price pressures, and the impacts of governmental deregulation hitting the industry 

hard (see Lawrence, 1987; Pritchard, 2000; Tonts, 2000). Across Australia, the 

number of farmers experiencing financial stress rose considerably (Gray and 

Lawrence, 2001) and many farmers were forced out of the industry. It is against 

this background that grower groups emerged, partly as a means of responding to 

the ‘crisis’ facing Australian agriculture.  

In Western Australia, self-initiated community-based groups of farmers started 

emerging mainly to focus on relevant research and extension needs of production-

based agriculture in their local region. As part of their information needs these 

groups formed constructive partnerships with the actors and organisations from 

the broader industry to carry out need-based research and development activities 

in their region. These farmer groups redefined the concept of participation 

described in the literature in the sense that they not only have a greater control in 

managing their information needs effectively but also demonstrate incredible 

competence in establishing linkages with the broader industry. While this is a 

remarkable demonstration of farmer empowerment, it highlights the crucial role 

that these groups can play in agricultural research and development activities.  In 

fact, as noted in Chapter 4, these qualities of grower groups are similar to the 

concepts of communities of practice, considered as knowledge-based social 

structures. Members within these communities collectively engage in the 

production and application of information and in the process learn about means to 
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improving their practices. Section 7.3 analyses the role of grower groups as 

communities of practices and identifies key aspects that can influence group 

development and effectiveness.  

7.3 Grower groups as communities of practice: identifying key 

aspects influencing growth and effectiveness 

As pointed out in Chapter 4, the 1990s witnessed a rapid raise in the emergence of 

grower groups in Western Australia. The prime focus of these community based 

groups is to learn about practices that are highly relevant to their local situation 

(Gianatti and Llwellyn, 2003; Gianatti and Carmody, 2007). Members within 

these groups work collectively in the generation and sharing of information which 

also forms the main basis of their learning. For guidance and support the groups 

establish linkages with associates from the broader industry, particularly the state 

department of agriculture. Together, they are involved in a process of generating, 

sharing, transferring, and documenting locally relevant information for the 

purpose of improving their practice. Thus, the effectiveness and development of 

the groups to a large extent depends on the passion, relationships and voluntary 

contributions of the members.  

These features of grower groups have close connections with the notion of 

communities of practices. Learning within these communities is regarded as an 

intrinsic part of member involvement in the community activities. As members 

engage in group activities they are constantly interacting with each other. These 

interactions further reinforce their learning, through the exchange of ideas and 

experience. Repeated interactions results in the formation and development of a 

sense of connectedness among the members which further motivate them to share 

and gain information. In these sense, the community plays the role of a binding 

and knowledge-sharing structure that continues to grow as long as members find 

value in their participation and interaction (Lave and Wenger, 1991; Wenger, et 

al., 2002; Barston and Tusting, 2005).  
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The cases of grower groups examined in the thesis helps to get a further 

understanding of the basic mechanism by which the groups develop and establish 

as a social learning ‘structure’ and influence farmer learning. This study provides 

important insights into the factors that can facilitate of hinder group development.  

Chapter 4 applies the CoP framework to gain an understanding about the 

emergence and evolution of groups and identify factors that can influence their 

growth and effectiveness. As noted in the chapter, most groups start off as loose 

networks of people having common needs or concerns that have a potential of 

becoming more connected. The initial level of engagement seems to emerge 

mainly from: 1) farmer connections nested in social and farming networks or 2) 

through the contacts of researchers from the department of agriculture with whom 

the farmers associate initially. This highlights the importance of social and farmer 

networks in agriculture (Lyon, 2000; Kilpatrick et al., 2003; Gianatti and 

Carmody, 2007) and also emphasises the departments role as the facilitating 

organisation (Marsh and Pannell, 2000, Oreszczyn et al., 2010; Morgan, 2011) in 

the initial stages of the groups development.  

The urgency of their situation drive’s the loose network of people to consider the 

possibility of forming a group. This redirects their attention and they start seeing 

their own problems and wants as a collective matter and their relationship with 

others in the light of a potential group. With the development of a sense of a 

shared domain (common ground and a sense of common identity), the need for 

systematic interactions emerges and this generates further interests. Some people 

take up the responsibility to get the groups started. In most cases, these people are 

the opinion leaders who provide the drive to initiate the process of transformation 

and they form the core members of the emerging group (Wenger et al., 2002; 

Tuan et al., 2010). At this initial stage, the key issue a group faces is: 1) deciding 

upon the scope of the domain in such a way that it reflects the interests of the 

members and align with key issues relating to their farming practice; 2) finding 

and getting connected with networks already engaged on similar topics, and 3) 

identifying the information needs.  
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Once started, the group then eventually moves to the next phase, where it is 

officially launched through the hosting of events. In most case, groups with a 

clear intent and strong sense of commitment to the domain make a dynamic start 

while others begin much slowly. While both the approaches are legitimate 

depending on the situation, the main concern at this point is: 1) to generate 

enough activity to better integrate the members, 2) to find out the information 

needs to be shared and means to share it, and 3) build connections and trust 

among the members. Building trust is a crucial aspect at this stage as without it, 

members would not be able to discover the most important aspect of the domain 

and identify the real value of the group which is a key factor for its further 

growth.  To a large extent the group depends on the energy and drive of the group 

leaders at this stage of growth particularly in the case of groups that do not have a 

clear idea of their domain.  

Once the group has demonstrated its value and vitality, it begins to grow rapidly. 

An evolving group in most cases becomes more intentional in involving everyone 

with an appropriate relationship to the domain. This is a challenging stage in the 

groups’ growth where it experiences a strong tension between accepting new 

members and focussing on their interests. This means challenging an established 

pattern of interaction and intimacy among the group members. New members 

disrupt the established pattern of interactions, bring with them their own set of 

needs and concerns and initially lack trust in the group. Activities to develop new 

areas of knowledge draw heavily on the core members of the groups increasing 

the time they need to devote to the group activities. Appointment of staff can play 

a crucial role at this stage, and help reduce the pressure off the core members, 

whose sustained contribution is decisive at this stage of group development. Some 

other crucial elements that can make an impact are: 1) defining the role of the 

domain in the broader context, 2) managing the boundary of the group, where care 

should be taken to ensure that the group is not distracted from its original purpose, 

3) to move from simply sharing ideas and insights to organising the knowledge 

systematically, and 4) taking management of the group seriously – establishing a 

structure for group management. 
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Once established the main issue the group faces is how to sustain its momentum 

through the natural shifts in its practices, members, and technology. The key 

factors at this stage are: 1) to maintain the relevance of the domain, and 2) to keep 

the group lively and engaged. Groups having a narrow focus and limited member 

involvement were identified to have difficulties in sustaining member enthusiasm 

particularly at this stage. It becomes important to keep the group at the leading 

edge by encouraging an influx of new ideas, approaches, and relationships. 

Introducing new related topics, collaborations with other grower groups, 

establishing a means for regular rotation of members in the community, 

developing new leadership, all helps to spur interest.  

Thus, it can be concluded here that the groups typically undergo several changes 

in their focus, connections, and practice during their life. They commonly move 

from sharing ideas and insights to stewarding their practice. They move from 

loose network of relationships to groups with a common sense of identity, 

combining sharing of knowledge with a sense of collective responsibility towards 

the domain. Their focus shift from solving common problems to systematically 

exploring their area of interest. The groups pass through periods of relative 

stability and transformations. These developments are both exciting and 

impending. Leaders feel burnout, core members face frustrations, and challenges 

remain unsolved. In the process, some groups become dysfunctional and lose their 

way. Though in most cases if the bond of trust and respect and the sense of 

domain are strong the groups are able to overcome most challenges.  

7.4 Does group size and geography matters? 

An important finding of this thesis was that group size (in terms of member 

numbers), geography, member networks, and engagement were closely related. 

The size of groups is often critical in terms of the effectiveness and sustainability 

of groups. Groups with small numbers were seen as being highly ‘networked’ 

with strong bonds and relationships that influenced their activities. These groups 
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were more focused on the particular needs of their members than larger groups, 

which often had to cater to a wider range of interests. However, it was also clear 

that smaller groups faced significant resourcing constraints. This included not 

simply limited access to financial resources, but also human resources. Very small 

groups relied more heavily on volunteers, and this often placed a considerable 

time burden on community members. Numerous interviewees discussed issues 

such as volunteer burnout. Larger groups faced less of an issue on this front, since 

many were able to employ full-time staff to help manage the group. In terms of 

longer-term group sustainability, it seems to be a critical issue. The larger groups 

involved in this study had grown steadily in size over time, and all reported this 

size/resourcing issue. Groups most likely to succeed in the long run are those that 

can manage this resourcing issue, and in particular to grow to a level where the 

group is not seen as a burden for a small number of leaders. While appointment of 

staff can help overcome some of the challenges experienced by group members in 

managing the group, too much reliance on staff can negatively influence member 

contributions which play a key role in influencing the group effectiveness and 

sustainability. 

An important factor shaping the effectiveness of groups is geography. This study 

found that the larger the geographical area the group covered, the more difficult it 

was to conduct activities seen as highly relevant to grower needs critically 

influencing member engagement. Member participation tends to decrease as 

group size (in terms of area) increases. Typically, a high proportion of members in 

the larger geographically dispersed groups tend to have membership with the 

smaller local groups and comparatively spend more time with them. For larger 

groups, trails and demonstrations often did not cover the range of soil, climatic 

and commodity types relevant to members. Also, travel time to demonstrations, 

meetings and other events meant that it was difficult for members to be fully 

engaged. For more local groups, however, these issues were not as evident; trials 

and demonstrations focused within a climatic, soil and commodity context were 

highly relevant to members. Thus, it appears that trade-offs exists between 

member size and geography. The wider the geographical area covered the more 
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prospects of members and the ability to raise resources to fund staff. Yet, the 

larger the group (in geographical terms) the harder it is to stay relevant and 

engage members. Thus, distance and size are important in shaping the nature of 

groups as communities of practice (see Wenger et al., 2002). Section 7.5 is a 

deviation from the role of grower groups as learning communities and focuses on 

their ability to promote industry linkages and its significance to their 

development.  

 

 

7.5 Effectiveness of grower groups in building industry linkages  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, contemporary agricultural research and 

extension activities are vastly different to the traditional mode of information 

production and dissemination which mainly relied on public-sector organisations 

for knowledge production and transfer. The present day knowledge management 

system involves a range of actors and organisations engaged in the funding, 

implementation, and delivery of services to farmers. This implies that knowledge 

and resources are distributed among different stakeholders and demand a greater 

cooperation and understanding between them for efficient knowledge production 

and utilisation. As described in Chapter 2, the contemporary approach is basically 

a fusion of the ‘social learning’ and ‘innovation system’ concepts that emphasises 

an interactive process and attributes a central role to multi-stakeholder platforms 

where the challenge is to facilitate interaction and to promote learning process for 

change (Roling, 1992). As noted in Chapter 6, this can be inherently complex 

given that the actors (researchers, policy makers, farmers) usually involved in the 

process are from highly different backgrounds, with vastly different, interests and 

ambitions.  

Characteristically, grower groups as communities of practice, through their 

research and development activities, provide opportunity and serve as a venue for 

different stakeholders to be involved in a process of combining deliberation, 

negotiation, and joint-decision making to find innovative, practical, and 
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acceptable solutions to problems. This perhaps explains the ability of these groups 

to establish sustained interactions with the broader industry. Having said this, it 

should be noted here that establishing external networks are critical for the groups 

to leverage resources and support for their activities. In this regard, the Grower 

Group Alliance (GGA) in Western Australia has proved important, providing 

linkages between groups, and with agencies, universities, funding bodies and the 

private sector. The GGA has not only helped contribute to the sustainability and 

effectiveness of groups, but has played a critical role in cementing their role as a 

community of practice.  Indeed, one might argue that the GGA has helped to 

promote the notion of groups as communities of practice, with a focus on constant 

self-improvement, the importance of networks and connectivity, and its role as a 

conduit to wider networks and stakeholders. 

 

7.6 Some directions for future research  

 

Extension is the oil that makes things happen. It is about interaction 

between people --- information sharing, dialogue, learning and action. 

Nothing is going to change on the ground, regardless of the excellence 

of legislation or science unless this oil is there (Coutts, 2000: p.2). 

The above quote by Coutts emphasises the critical importance of extension and 

research to the future of agriculture, and that it has to be set within the context of 

interactions between people. As this thesis has argued, grower groups now play a 

critical role as a community of practice that promotes research, education and 

interaction in improving the economic and social viability of agricultural systems. 

There are, however, a number of issues that require further attention beyond the 

scope of this thesis. Three of these seem particularly pertinent within the context 

of current debates about the agricultural policy, the restructuring occurring within 

Australian agriculture, and the changing structure of Australian rural 

communities. First, there is unlikely to be any return to a large government-

funded extension program, and, indeed, grower groups appear to be adequately 
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filling this niche. However, increasing constraints on government funding may 

mean that critical support for grower groups is not necessarily assured. At the 

same time, there is likely to be an increasing presence of the private sector in 

agricultural research and extension. A challenge here is how grower groups can 

ensure financial sustainability in the presence of public-sector funding constraints, 

and at the same time avoid the risks of becoming subservient to private 

agribusiness capital as warned by Lawrence (1987). Second, there are major 

restructuring changes occurring in Australian agriculture that have the potential to 

affect grower groups, including:- rising levels of foreign ownership of agricultural 

land, the emergence of drive-in/drive-out farming, corporate ownership of farms 

in some sectors, and increasing levels of farming conducted under leasehold 

arrangements. All of these have the potential to affect the level of local and 

regional ‘buy in’ to groups. How groups engage with these new models of land 

tenure and control poses important questions for their sustainability.  Third, rural 

communities continue to experience major social and demographic changes, 

including depopulation in broadacre farming regions, an ageing population, farm 

amalgamation and expansion (and therefore a reduction in the number of farms), 

and the reduced in local services and infrastructure in some areas. The 

demographic changes described here have the potential to contribute further to the 

problems of volunteer burnout, a contraction of network linkages, and reduced 

membership of groups. Thus, groups will need to identify strategies to combat 

these structural changes in rural areas.   

7.7 Conclusion 

This thesis has demonstrated that grower groups are becoming an increasingly 

important part of the agricultural extension and research landscape in Western 

Australia. Indeed, they now fill a critical niche left by the retreat of government 

from extension activities. However, it is also apparent that they should be seen as 

more than simply a replacement for this. Their activities span a wider range of 

activities than government extension activities did, ranging from traditional 
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concerns with farm productivity and profitability, to land management, 

sustainability and social/community development. It is also clear that their 

participatory nature means that the beneficiaries of the activities are also 

intimately involved in research, extension and even the long term strategic 

planning for agricultural related activities in their regional, locality or sector. In 

this respect, they are very much centred on the notion of a community of practice 

that provides a framework for the longer term sustainability of groups. While 

questions remain about how groups will cope with the range of broader structural 

changes within agriculture, and they are not without their problems, it is clear that 

grower groups play an important role on the economic and social future of 

agriculture. 
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Appendix A: Research Methods 

Introduction  

The research deals with developing an in-depth understanding about the role of 

grower groups as social structures of learning. The thesis begins with identifying the 

broader changes that contributed to the increasing reliance on grower groups, 

followed by an analysis of the role and effectiveness of the groups in influencing 

farmer learning. It also briefly looks at the competence of the groups in building 

industry linkages and in the creation and maintenance of social capital. In order to 

gain a comprehensive account of the different dimensions related to the topic, a 

combination of inductive and deductive strategies that followed a range of 

quantitative and qualitative methods of data collection were adopted in a case study 

approach (see Chapter 1 for details). This appendix provides a detailed account of 

the methods used in the study, mentioned briefly in Chapter 1. It starts with a 

description of the procedure adopted for the selection of case study groups, followed 

by explanation about methods used for the collection and analysis of data.  

Selection of the case study groups 

Western Australia has a range of grower groups spread throughout the wheatbelt 

region
1
 of the state. For practical reasons (ease of accessibility) it was decided to 

select the case study groups from among the 41 grower groups that were members 

of the GGA. In order to invoke participation in the study, an article highlighting the 

purpose of the project was published in the GGA newsletter (GGA Newswire June 

2009: p.3). This was closely followed by sending personal letter to the executive 

officers and chairman (in case of groups with no staff) of all the 41 groups. The 

letter provided details about the research projects with a request for interested 

groups to contact the researcher. Accordingly, seven groups: three statewide 

                                                 
1
 Wheatbelt region is an area extending 154,051square kilometres consisting of vast agricultural 

landscapes. 
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(WANTFA, Evergreen, Saltland Pasture Association), three regional (SEPWA, 

MIG, Liebe), and a local group (SCFG) responded with an expressed interest in 

taking part in the study. The categorisation of the groups was based on an earlier 

work by Gianatti and Carmody (2007) (Table 1).  

Table 1                                                                                                                                               

Criteria for regional classification of grower groups in Western Australia 

              Statewide/regional           Sub-regional                 Local 

Size 60 -100 farms 30 – 60 farms 5 – 30 farms 

Structure 
Formal 

Meet monthly 

Formal 

Meet monthly 

Informal 

Meet as required 

Staff 

 

> 1 FTE 

 

0.5 – 1 FTE None 

Region 

 

>  80 km radius 

 

50 – 80 km <  30 km 

Activities 

 

>  5 large events/yr 

 

1 large events/yr 1 small event/yr 

External 

Funding 

>  1 major external 

govt. or industry 

partner 

Looking to engage 

major external 

partners 

None directly or 

looking to engage 

partners 

R & D 
Conduct own 

programme 
Partner in projects Partner in projects 

       (Source: Gianatti and Carmody, 2007)  

 

According to Gianatti and Carmody (2007) the separation of grower groups 

into different categories was helpful to researchers and other grower group 

partners in identifying which groups to engage in their project activities. 

However, they further added that, the boundaries set were not exclusive, as the 

size and focus of the groups change over time. Based on the above criteria the 

41 member groups were classified region wise by the GGA staff (Table 2).  
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Table 2  

Regional classification of grower groups (members of GGA) in Western Australia 

 

State-wide 

Groups 

Regional 

Groups 
Sub Regional Groups Local Groups 

Western Australian 

No-Till Association 
Facey 

Corrigin Farm Imp Grp 
Bodallin 

Catchment Grp 

Saltland Pasture 

Association 
Liebe Fitzgerald Biosphere 

Grp 
Greenhills 

Production Grp 

Evergreen MIG 
Holt Rock Grp 

Kellerberrin 

Demonstration 

Grp 

Q Lamb SEPWA Moora Mill. Pas. Imp. 

Grp 
Beaumont Better 

Farming Grp 

Pasture Producers 

Association 
Nyabing Farm 

Improvement Grp 
Moorwa Farm Imp. Grp 

Duli farm Imp Grp 

  
Pulse Ass. Of South East 

Freebairn Farm 

Progress Grp 

  Esperance Regional 

Forum 
Gibson Lupin Grp 

  
Ninghan Farm Focus 

Grp 

Grasspatch 

Sustainable Farm. 

Grp 

  North East Farming 

Futures 
Munglinup Local 

Farmers Grp 

  
Northern Agri Grp 

Neridup Soil Cons 

Grp 

  
Darken Farm Mang. 

Advisory  Service 

North Mallee 

Farm 

Improvement Grp 

  Jerdacuttup Top Crop & 

Pasture Imp. Grp 
West River Local 

Farmer Grp 

  North Stirling Pallinup 

Grp 
West Wagin Top 

Crop Grp 

  
West Midlands Grp 

Yeelana 

Catchment Grp 

  
 

Yuna Farm 

Improvement Grp 

  
 

Stirling to Coast 

Farmers Gp 

   Gillamii Centre 

 5 Groups 5 Groups 14 Groups 17 Groups 

 (Source: Grower Group Alliance, 2009) 
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No sub-regional groups expressed interest in taking part in the study. The activities 

of most of these groups closely resembled the regional groups and as such, their 

non-participation was not considered to significantly influence the results. On the 

other hand, the limited response from the local groups was a cause of concern. 

Given their low membership, these groups apparently tend to have very low 

representation in the survey sample which could possibly influence the results. The 

limited participation of the local groups in the study could be attributed to the fact 

that most of these groups have no/limited staff and are managed by the group 

members, which means huge commitment in terms of time and effort.  

From the seven groups that responded to the survey, five were effectively shortlisted 

for the study: one statewide (WANTFA), three regional (SEPWA, Liebe, MIG), and 

one local group (SCFG). Each of these groups was selected on the basis of their 

distinctly unique features thus allowing considerable variation among the case study 

groups: 1) The WANTFA was one of the earliest and largest group considered, to 

have significantly influenced the adoption of no-till technology within the state, 2) 

The SEPWA is also considered a big group with a considerably large area of 

operation. The group mainly works by networking with other smaller local groups 

in the region, 3) The Liebe group was considered to have played a major role in 

influencing the research and community development in its area of coverage in the 

Northern Agricultural Region, 4) The MIG was formed from a Landacare group and 

hence environmental conservation forms a major part of its objectives apart from 

commercial farming practices, and 5) The SCFG is the smallest, youngest and only 

local group that responded to the survey (see Chapter 4). Such diversity among the 

case study groups enabled in gaining a greater insight into multiple aspects of the 

role and operation of the groups, which helped in better addressing the objectives of 

the study. It was decided to exclude both the Evergreen and SPA from the study as 

their activities and mode of operation closely resembled to that of WANTFA. The 

following sections provide a precise account of the methods adopted for data 

collection and analysis. 
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Data collection 

As mentioned earlier a combination of data collection methods were used to 

ensure the validity of the data used in the presentation and analysis of the research 

questions. Following an extensive literature review and search of secondary data a 

questionnaire survey was employed among farmer members of the selected case 

study groups. Apart from the questionnaire survey, semi-structured interviews 

were conducted among the farmer members, founder members, and members 

from the broader industry collaborating with the groups.  

Secondary data and documents 

A search and review of various secondary data, was undertaken with the objective 

of obtaining background information related to grower groups.  As noted by 

Kindon (2005) this not only helped in identifying the gaps and contradiction in 

existing literature but also aided in establishing the direction of the research. 

Much of the initial focus of information gathering remained confined to gaining 

an understanding regarding: 1) rationale for formation of the case study groups, 2) 

management and operation of the selected groups, and 3) their key achievement. 

The documents referred included: newsletters, research reports, strategy and 

planning documents, minutes of meetings of the selected groups. Once initial 

information was gathered a survey was sent out to the farmer members of the case 

study groups.  

Questionnaire Survey 

The questionnaire survey was the preferred method for quantitative data collection 

for convenience, enabling respondents to complete and return the survey in their 

own time. Taking into account the dispersed nature of the group members and 

their busy schedules, interviewing individual members would have been 
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impractical. Thus, for convenience a total of 1237 questionnaires were sent out to 

the farmer members of selected case study groups in March 2010. A follow up 

was sent after two weeks (Appendix B.3). A total of 232 useable responses were 

returned (overall response rate 18.7%). Surveys were categorised group wise, with 

the breakdown of the distribution shown in Table 3. 

Table 3                                                                                                                                          

Number of returned farmer surveys categorised group wise 

Case study groups Frequency Percentage returned  

WANTFA 127 20.4% 

SEPWA 65 25.3% 

MIG 44 23.3% 

Liebe 25 20.8% 

SCFG 9 22.5% 

 

The questionnaire survey was designed to gauge the extent of member 

involvement in groups, their perceptions about effective means of learning 

promoted by the groups, and the competence of groups in promoting interactive 

learning. The survey collected information related to : 1) basic demographic 

characteristics; 2) farming enterprise details; 3) particulars about group 

membership, such as the extent of member participation, role within the group, 

contribution to the group activities; and 4) perceptions of the effectiveness of 

groups in influencing farmer knowledge, adoption,  behaviour, and farm 

productivity (see Appendix B.2). Details of the data analysis are provided later on 

in the appendix. Complementing the questionnaire survey were the semi-

structured interviews conducted among the farmer members and industry partners 

and the open ended interviews with the founder members of the groups (wherever 

possible) during field research in late 2010. 
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Semi-structured interviews with farmer members and industry 

partners 

Semi-structured interview involve the use of an interview guide by the researcher 

that normally includes a list of questions and topics to be covered during the 

conversation usually in a particular order. The interview guide provides a clear set 

of instructions for interviewers and aids in gathering reliable, comparable 

qualitative data (Kitchen and Tate, 2000). For the purpose of this study separate 

interview guides were used for interviewing the farmer members and the industry 

partners (for details see Appendix B.4). Questions for farmer members basically 

revolved around four main themes and included questions related to their: 1) 

involvement in the grower groups, 2) perceptions regarding impact of grower 

group membership personally and professionally, 3) perceptions regarding the 

effectiveness of the groups in information generation and dissemination within the 

state, and 4) suggestions to bring about improvement in the group activities. A 

snowball method of participant recruitment was used for farmer interviews, 

through initial contacts with staff and committee members of the groups. A total 

of 38 farmer members were interviewed. Questions for industry members 

focussed on: 1) reason and extent of involvement with the grower groups, 2) 

impact of involvement – advantages and concerns, 3) perceptions of the role 

played by the groups in information generation and dissemination within the state. 

Interviews were conducted with 13 members from 12 different organisations 

mainly comprising of researchers, members of staff from the department of 

agriculture, agribusiness, private consultants, and funding organisations. The 

interviews lasted between 30 – 45 minutes.  

Oral history 

Oral history was adopted as a means to gain an insight into the history of the 

groups, to gain an understanding regarding the emergence and evolution of the 

groups. Oral history provides information about what happened, how, why, and 
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what it was like from personal perspective on the topic of discussion. For this 

reason it is often referred by researchers as ‘a picture of the past in peoples own 

words’ (Robertson 2006: p.2). Since it was not practical to track the founding 

members in all the cases, interviews were conducted only where feasible. 

Accordingly, interviews were conducted with the founding members of: 1) 

WANTFA, 2) Liebe, 3) MIG, and 4) SCFG. An unstructured pattern of interview 

was adapted. As noted by Kumar (2005), data collection through unstructured 

interviews is extremely useful in situations where either in-depth information is 

needed or little is known about the area.  

Most interviews lasted between 30 to 45 minutes. All the interviews were 

recorded electronically and transcribed.  

Participant observation 

Participant observation included taking part in a number of events organised by 

the grower groups and the GGA. These included the Liebe group women’s day 

(2009), The GGA annual forum (2008, 2010), WANTFA spring field day in 2009, 

WANTFA annual general meeting (2009, 2010), MIG spring field day (2010), 

Esperance downs research station day – collaborative field day between 

Department of Agriculture Esperance and SEPWA (2010), WANTFA spring field 

day in 2010. Participant observation data were collected through the use of field 

diary and photographs. In addition field notes were also taken from informal 

encounters, including conversations at group events, emails and so on. The data 

obtained from the participant observation was used to supplement the qualitative 

and quantitative information.  
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Data analysis  

The interviews were transcribed and collated during the course of data collection. 

This was necessary to develop procedures for identifying common patterns and as 

noted by Hoggart  et al., (2002) was important for identifying any potential bias in 

the social context under study. A thematic analysis was undertaken to interpret the 

qualitative data. This is the most common form of qualitative analysis and 

examines common themes within the data (Kumar, 2005). The data analysis was 

done manually through the identification of common themes from interview 

transcripts, and observations in the field. The qualitative data were used as 

benchmark to provide context to the quantitative data.  

The farmer member surveys were analysed using Predictive Analytical Software 

(PASW) Statistics (formerly SPSS), version 18, and ordinary least squares 

regression to develop model specification for assessing the performance of the 

groups based on farmer perceptions regarding effectiveness of groups in 

influencing learning. Since the thesis mainly focused on factors that influenced 

the effectiveness and sustainability of groups and member participatory and 

interactive learning plays a key role in this regard, for model specification 

purpose, statements reflecting farmer perceptions regarding: 1) effectiveness of 

participation in group events; and 2) interaction with peers and experts were 

considered. Farmer perceptions were determined through statements measured on 

a 11 point likert scale and were self rated according to  impact on farmer learning 

from very dissatisfied (0) to very satisfied (10) (see Table 3).  

Table 3                                                                                                                                 

Dimensions of grower group membership impact in farmer member survey 

Direct cognitive measure of grower group membership impact (11 point scale) 

Group events like field days, seminars, etc provide me with better understanding of 

information about farming practices.  

Interacting with researchers and experts helped in gaining information through the 

sharing of ideas and experience. 
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Limitation of the study  

The main objective of the research was to study the role of grower groups as 

social learning structures. As such, this thesis presents details about the role of the 

groups in promoting farmer learning and factors influencing the effectiveness of 

groups in impacting this. However, understanding and interpreting the nature of 

these complex relationships would warrant further investigation given both the 

limitation of the statistical tests and the complexity of farmer behaviour in relation 

to groups. Also the practical difficulty in involving a large number of local groups 

in the study meant an under-representation of these groups in the survey sample. 

This thesis identified that, besides influencing farmer learning the groups also 

play a critical role in building social capital. However, the role of the groups in 

promoting social capital has been addressed only briefly in the study and it was 

beyond the scope of this thesis to exploit this aspect of the groups in detail.   

Conclusion 

This research adopted a combination of inductive and deductive strategies in a 

case study approach to examine the role of grower groups as social structures of 

farmer learning. Five grower groups from Western Australia were selected for the 

study and a range of qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection were 

adopted. These included participant-observation, interviews and a questionnaire 

survey, as primary data sources, and a review of grower group reports, 

publications, websites and media as sources of secondary data. The data was 

analysed and presented according to the research objectives, as stated in Chapter 

1.3.  
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