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ABSTRACT
This paper analyses the effectiveness of research–
extension–farmer–input-suppliers linkage 
committees (REFILS) in Nigeria and research–
extension-linkage committees (RELCs) in Ghana. It 
analyses the perceptions and information gathered 
from more than 600 agricultural researchers and 
70 extension agents during three surveys led by 
IFPRI which were conducted in 2008, 2010 and 
2011. Results from this paper suggest that the 
scope and effectiveness of these linkage 
committees have been limited. The majority of 
researchers and extension agents who were 
interviewed were not involved in these committees. 
Seventy per cent of researchers who had 
produced at least one new technology or 
publication in the last five years had never used 

RELCs as a platform for identifying farmers’ 
problems and disseminating their new innovations. 
Twenty per cent of researchers in Ghana and 
Nigeria reported that RELCs or REFILS were not 
useful or relevant to their organisation, in increasing 
linkages or in improving agricultural productivity. 
Most of the sample extension agents in Ghana 
were unaware of RELCs. Organisations in Nigeria 
and Ghana both reported limited follow-up action 
and integration of problems and priorities into 
research and extension activities. There were 
supply-side constraints that hindered the ability of 
researchers and extension agents and their 
organisations to respond to identified problems 
and priorities. This suggests that RELCs and 
REFILS were unable to enforce greater 
accountability among service providers for the 

needs of farmers and other end-users. This paper 
ends with policy implications and suggested areas 
for further research.
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INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES
Getting agricultural research and extension to work 
together has posed a real challenge over the past 
three decades. National systems for research and 
extension in developing countries have undergone 
reforms and restructuring in the past years in 
response to concerns about their limited 
effectiveness and responsiveness to small farmers. 
Demand-driven research and extension 
approaches – participatory or farmer-based 
approaches, organisational restructuring, 
decentralisation, research–extension interface, 
innovation platforms and competitive grant 
schemes – have all been tried, with an emphasis 
on facilitation and learning rather than on training of 
farmers (Byerlee, 2004; Davis, 2008; Swanson and 
Rajalahti, 2010; Spielman et al., 2012). More 
recently, radical shifts in the flows of funding have 
been introduced in a number of countries (Byerlee 
2004; Feder et al., 2010) and funding is now 
increasingly channelled directly to farmers and 
clients who then contract out research and 
extension services.

Limited impact assessment and rigorous 
evaluation studies have been carried out to date on 
these strategies and approaches (Byerlee 2004; 
Birner et al., 2006; Spielman et al., 2011; Ragasa 
2011a). The available empirical evidence suggests 
that more demand-driven and participatory 
approaches show mixed results and continue to 
face major challenges in ensuring the participation 

of the poor in achieving sustainability. Participatory 
breeding approaches (involving clients directly in 
setting priorities and in evaluating and selecting 
technologies) that were widely introduced in the 
1980s and 1990s showed substantial 
improvements in adoption rates and yields, but 
were often biased toward rural elites (Byerlee, 
2004; Feder et al., 2010). Evaluation studies of 
farmer field schools (FFS) and local farmer 
research committees (CIALs) have shown mixed 
results (Braun et al., 2000; Kaaria et al., 2005; 
Meinzen-Dick et al., 2011). Farmer-based or 
community-based extension systems have been 
plagued with major implementation challenges, 
including a limited number and weak capacity of 
service providers, poor ability of farmers and their 
organisations to manage and monitor activities, 
and elite capture (Feder et al., 2010). However, 
Byerlee (2004) argues that, even though imperfect, 
participation and empowerment of resource poor 
producers is likely to produce better results than 
conventional supply-led approaches, because it 
improves the probability of broad-based adoption 
of technologies. Nevertheless, most of these 
studies suggest the critical need for more 
evaluation of approaches.

Research and extension linkage committees are 
examples of participatory platforms that were 
established and have not yet been systematically 
assessed. We provide two illustrations of these 
kinds of platforms in this paper: research–

extension–farmer–input-suppliers linkage 
committees (REFILS) in Nigeria and the research–
extension-linkage committees (RELCs) in Ghana, 
which are among the most cited linkage 
committees which have been set up in developing 
countries. 

Both were implemented through World Bank 
projects (REFILS was set up in 1994; and RELCs in 
1994 at the zonal level, which were replaced by 
regional RELCS in 1996). The goal was to improve 
linkages between research and extension, and to 
ensure that farmers’ problems were reflected in 
research planning and activities. These are formal 
structures that institutionalise interactions between 
public research and extension institutions to 
generate demand-driven and participatory 
research programmes and extension activities. 
Meetings and planning sessions also include 
farmers and their organisations, non-governmental 
organisations, agri-business firms and local 
political and administrative authorities. The 
membership of regional RELC/REFILS is 
composed of 15 representatives/co-ordinators 
from farmers’ groups, researchers, extension 
agents, subject matter specialists, local 
government and the private sector. While the 
activities are mainly at the regional level, they are 
supported by a multi-stakeholder national (or 
federal) co-ordinating committee for formulating 
policies and sourcing funds to support RELC/
REFILS activities. They are a forum for research 
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priority-setting and are linked to competitive 
agricultural research grant schemes. They also act 
as facilitators of information flow, in charge of 
overseeing the implementation of on-farm adaptive 
research and responsible for the review and 
monitoring of extension activities. In Ghana, 
regional RELCs are linked to planning sessions at 
the district levels and at the subject matter 
specialists centres. Various RELCs/REFILS 
activities include:
•  joint priority setting and planning (bottom-up 

priority-setting);
•  joint problem identification;
•  diagnostic surveys;
• on-farm adaptive research; 
•  technology review meetings for dissemination of 

knowledge/technology. 
Funds for organising and participation in meetings/
workshops are provided by the project, through 
the Ministry of Agriculture (MoA). After the initial 
phase of the project, the MoA and the research 
institutes allocate funds for RELCs/REFILS and 
farmer-based organisations, local government and 
the private sector also share the costs. In Ghana, 
RELCs are also in charge of sourcing funds to 
finance and support RELC activities.

Experiences in implementation of REFILS and 
RELCs have been mixed. In FAO–DFID–ODI (2002) 
and World Bank (2000) reports, RELCs were 
regarded as a successful part of the national 
agricultural research programme (NARP) (1990–

2000). However, they also reported that RELC 
meetings were rare and less frequent than what had 
been initially planned. Bekure and Annor-Frempong 
(1998) stated that of the 26 problems farmers 
identified during RELC-mediated workshops for the 
middle zone of Ghana in 1996, 20 were 
incorporated into the ongoing research of the 
various research programmes. Similarly, Spielman 
et al. (2011) claimed that the second call for 
proposals from the competitive research grant 
scheme under the World Bank-funded Agricultural 
Services Project was based on the RELCs’ 
identification of farmers’ problems, in which 13 
research projects in 11 regions were approved for 
funding (Spielman et al., 2011). Sasakawa Global 
2000 participated in RELC meetings and provided 
financial support to some farmers. Project 
documents are generally positive about RELCs and 
REFILS activities. They report that farmers’ 
problems were incorporated into the research and 
extension activities funded and were an effective 
feedback channel to research the impact of the 
technologies. For example in Nigeria, 95 REFILS 
projects were funded, equipment and vehicles were 
provided to collaborating institutions to facilitate their 
participation and researchers participated in 1,684 
technology review meetings, 70 diagnostic surveys, 
1,957 on-farm adaptive research trials and 225 
workshops (World Bank, 2000).

FAO–DFID–ODI (2002), Doamekpor (2005) and 
Spielman et al. (2011) highlighted a lack of funding 

for participation and meetings as a major challenge 
for RELCs. In a study by Doamekpor (2005) most 
researchers, extension agents and decision-
makers in the Volta region were not engaged in 
RELC meetings. Spielman et al. (2011) highlighted 
the inability of RELCs to improve linkages among 
researchers, extension agents, and other 
innovation actors. Moreover, Bekure and Annor–
Frempong (1998) suggested the need to evaluate 
the process and quality of the consultation, 
especially with farmers. REFILS in Nigeria is also 
reported as having limited influence on the 
research agenda and limited participation of end-
users, despite a costly process ($13.4 million to 
support REFILS activities [World Bank 2000]). 
Since the identification of annual research needs is 
done through a joint diagnostic survey by staff of 
national research institutes, universities and state 
agricultural development programmes (ADP), 
national officers make decisions on research 
themes (without farmers’ representation) and there 
is little involvement of village extension agents in 
collating farmers’ needs for inclusion in research 
themes and plans (Pluss et al., 2008). Most 
decisions on the direction of linkage activities are 
taken at national level (Pluss et al., 2008).

Despite some mention of RELC in the literature, 
there is no clear indication as to the real constraints 
in establishing effective linkages and their impact 
on farmers. It is not clear what the issues are: 
funding for participation, the process of 
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consultation, the composition of committee 
members, the quality of information and 
knowledge being imparted in meetings, resources 
for follow-up research and extension activities 
based on identified problems, or simply the natural 
incentive and accountability on the part of 
researchers and service providers and their 
organisations. There are no clear answers to date 
and a number of studies have highlighted the need 
to carry out evaluation and impact assessment 
studies on these formal types of linkages and 
participatory forums.

In this paper, we present an assessment of 
RELCs in Ghana and REFILS in Nigeria, from the 
perspective of agricultural researchers and 
extension agents in these two countries. This 
paper does not attempt to measure the outcome 
or impact of REFILS or RELCs, but rather it aims to 
evaluate these formal structures using the 
perceptions of key stakeholders in terms of 
inclusiveness, coverage, quality of participation, 
and extension and research activities.

This paper finds that the majority of researchers 
and extension agents are not involved in, or are 
unaware of, REFILS or RELCs. While there are 
some variations in perception across organisations 
and geographical locations, a majority of the 
respondents believe that RELCs and REFILS have 
not been effective and did not increase 
responsiveness and accountability of service 
providers to farmers and end-users. The major 

bottlenecks are the lack of sustained funding for 
research and extension work to respond to the 
needs and opportunities identified in RELC and 
REFILS discussions and the lack of motivation and 
accountability of researchers and extension 
workers. There is also a limited feedback 
mechanism between linkage co-ordinators and 
staff within their organisations. 

Conceptual framework
The framework used in this paper centres on the 
supply and demand sides of technology and 
extension services and emphasises a systems 
perspective when examining the development and 
outcomes of innovations (Figure 1). Users of the 
technology and services are on the demand side, 
while the supply side is occupied by the 
developers of technology, input suppliers and 
service providers. Between them are bridging 
institutions, organisations and communication 
systems and approaches that link and integrate the 
two sides. RELCs and REFILS are bridging 
approaches in the upstream planning processes, 
demanding articulation among end-users and 
technology and information dissemination. Klerkx 
and Leeuwis (2009) highlight the tensions and 
difficulties of achieving user-driven research 
planning and priority-setting. They describe these 
tensions in three arenas: policy arena (given 
different and incoherent overall goals among 
stakeholders); selection arena (given different 

priorities and perspectives, and information 
asymmetries among key stakeholders); and control 
arena (given different criteria and targets for 
monitoring and evaluation and different levels of 
interactions). RELCs and REFILS are therefore 
evaluated based on how they facilitate and 
manage these varied interests of both supply and 
demand sides of innovation. 

In this framework, the distinction between the 
supply and demand sides is useful in identifying 
bottlenecks, constraints, strategies and 
approaches, in the access to, adoption of, and 
impact on, technologies and services. Demand side 
constraints are: problems affecting the effective 
engagement of different users and groups in 
articulating demand and needs and limited capacity 
of users to access and use technologies and 
services. Strengthening the ability of rural men and 
women to demand and use technologies and 
services and hold service providers and suppliers 
accountable to their needs for improving their 
incomes and welfare are good strategies which can 
address these issues on the demand side. 

Supply-side constraints are related to the 
problems affecting the performance of technology 
developers and service providers (e.g., incentives, 
organisational and bureaucratic culture and political 
capture). Thus, supply-side strategies include 
strengthening capacity and devising innovative ways 
of providing incentives to service providers to supply 
services efficiently and equitably. 



ARE RESEARCH–EXTENSION–FARMER-LINKAGE COMMITTEES EFFECTIVE AND INCLUSIVE? 
PERSPECTIVE OF AGRICULTURAL RESEARCHERS AND EXTENSION AGENTS IN NIGERIA AND GHANA

5/13

PROCEEDINGS

INNOVATIONS IN EXTENSION  
AND ADVISORY SERVICES
INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE

The role and effectiveness of RELCs and REFILS 
are analysed within this context. They are assessed 
based on their ability to address bottlenecks on the 
demand and supply sides. This paper posits that 
these committees will not work without a clear way 
of making researchers and extension agents more 
accountable to small farmers.

MATERIALS, METHODS AND DATA SOURCES 
There are three sources of data for this paper: (1) a 
survey of 46 agricultural research organisations 
and 367 randomly-selected agricultural 
researchers in Nigeria jointly conducted by IFPRI 
and the Agricultural Research Council of Nigeria, 
from May to July 2010; (2) surveys of 237 

randomly-selected agricultural researchers and 16 
agricultural research organisations in Ghana, jointly 
conducted by IFPRI and Science and Technology 
Policy Research Institute, from June to July 2011; 
and (3) a survey of 70 extension agents in three 
regions in Ghana (Northern, Western and Brong 
Ahafo) conducted under the gender and 
governance project of IFPRI and the World Bank in 
2008. These three surveys have information on 
RELCs or REFILS, which is analysed in this paper. 
These survey data were complemented by key 
informants’ interviews with four RELC and REFILS 
co-ordinators and four officials in the ministries of 
agriculture in these two countries, as well as a 
review of relevant literature. Qualitative and 
correlation analyses are used as analytical tools. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This section has separate discussions on Nigeria 
and Ghana and among researchers and extension 
agents, and ends with a comparative analysis 
between the two countries and two sets of actors. 
A summary of key results is presented in Tables 1 
and 2.

Nigeria
Agricultural researchers’ perspective
All 13 agricultural research institutes were involved 
in REFILS activities as they were set up to co-
ordinate the REFILS activities in each zone. 
However, the number of staff within each 

Source: Modified from Birner et al., 2006 and Ragasa et al., 2011b. 
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organisation who were involved in REFILS varied 
and ranged from 2% to 100% of the total number 
of research staff. The majority of the researchers 
are involved in about half of the organisations, but 

less than 10% of researchers in the other half of 
organisations were involved. This suggests that a 
majority of researchers are not tapping into REFILS 
as a platform for getting feedback from farmers 

and disseminating their research and new 
technologies. A number of organisation heads 
interviewed highlighted that REFILS was unable to 
promote collaboration among researchers. In a 
study by Ragasa et al. (2011), half of researchers 
reported no research collaboration outside their 
organisations and 62% of researchers were 
unaware of the adoption or use of their 
technologies. 

There was a relatively weak engagement in 
REFILS among colleges and universities. None of 
the faculties of agriculture in major universities were 
involved in REFILS, despite their role in agricultural 
research and innovation. Only 55% of federal 
colleges of agriculture were involved in REFILS but 
the number of staff involved was less than 10% in 
those participating colleges.

Moreover, the reported frequency of meetings 
also varied: from monthly and quarterly to once a year 
or less frequently than that. The majority of 
organisation heads interviewed highlighted the rarity 
of meetings as a major issue and suggested a need 
for more frequent meetings. A majority of organisation 
heads point to the inability of REFILS to mobilise 
broad-based participation of farmers and the private 
sector. Twenty-three per cent of organisation heads 
believed that REFILS was not useful or relevant to 
their organisation, in increasing linkages or in 
improving agricultural productivity in general. 

Beyond problems of participation, the 
responses of organisation heads suggest greater 

Source: IFPRI–ARCN survey in May–July 2010; IFPRI–STEPRI survey in June–July 2011.  
Note: *All figures are percentage to total number of organisation heads interviewed.

Table 1: disTribuTion oF organisaTions based on involvemenT in and pracTices wiTh relc/reFils (N=47 
organisaTions in nigeria; and N=16 organisaTions in ghana), in %

Indicators Ghana
 

Nigeria

 Research Institutes Universities Research Institutes Universities

Involvement in RELC/REFILS 60* 50 100 25 (55% for FCA;0 for 
universities)

Number of times RELC/REFILS members meet per year 

Never, very rarely or as need 
arises

43 60 31

Once or twice a year 28 40 33

Quarterly 28 54 33

Monthly 15

Weekly    33

Level of satisfaction on usefulness and relevance of RELCs/REFILS (Likert scale)

Not satisfied 8 0

Of little satisfaction 40 15 0

Somewhat satisfied 38 20 31 20

Satisfied 38 40 15 60

Very satisfied 25  31 20

Percentage of staff members within organisations who are active in RELCs/REFILS

1–10 50 50 50 100

11–20 33 50

21–30 17

81–90 25

91–100   25  
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institutional and system-wide issues. The lack of 
follow-up actions to respond to the identified 
needs and problems of farmers is a major 
problem. Organisation heads attribute this to the 
lack of resources and funding available for 
innovation processes, especially extension 
service provision.   

There are limited linkages between researchers, 
extension agents, farmers and other actors in 
Nigeria. Twenty per cent of researchers have never 
interacted with a farmer or farmers’ organisation in 
the past year, 51% of researchers have never 
interacted with extension agents and 45% have 
never interacted with the private sector (Table 2). 
About 10–12% of researchers do not see the value 
in linking and collaborating with farmers or farmers’ 
organisations, extension agents or the private 
sector. Between 48 and 60% of researchers link 
and interact infrequently with farmers, extension 
agents or the private sector. Major reasons for weak 
linkage with farmers or extension agents were 
remoteness of farmers and lack of: transportation, 
time, funds and existing contacts with farmers. 
Weak linkages with the private sector were the result 
of lack of: transportation, time, existing contacts, 
partnership skills and experience and 
responsiveness of the private sector to 
collaboration. The existence of REFILS did not 
address these constraints and appeared to hinder 
greater linkage and collaboration.

Agricultural extension agents’ perspective
While there are no surveys available on extension 
agents’ perceptions and experiences in REFILS, 
key informants highlighted the limited engagement 
of front-line extension agents in REFILS activities, 
due to lack of funding for their participation and 
extension related activities with farmers. While 
some progress has been made in research 
institutes’ training for subject matter specialists 
through training-for-trainers approaches, much is 
needed in terms of training front line agents and 
better funding for delivery of extension services to 
farmers. Findings in Nigeria suggest REFILS has 
limitations as a bridging institution, since it cannot 
address major demand-side and supply-side 
constraints, hindering linkages and collaboration.

ghana
Agricultural researchers’ perspective
Half of faculties of agriculture and 40% of 
agricultural research institutes are not involved in 
RELCs. Less than 30% of researchers in these 
institutes and faculties are involved in RELC 
activities. Half of these organisations said that less 
than 10% of their researchers are involved in 
RELCs. A survey of 237 agricultural researchers 
suggests that 87% of them are not involved in 
RELCs. About 70% of researchers reported having 
produced at least one new technology in the last 
five years or at least one publication in the three 
years, but have never used RELCs as a platform 

for identifying problems and disseminating new 
innovations. This is an alarmingly low coverage of 
RELCs in terms of researchers’ participation.

When organisation heads were asked about 
their perceptions on the usefulness or relevance of 
RELC in their organisation and its impact on 
improving linkages or agricultural productivity in 
general, 15% of 16 organisation heads and 20% of 
237 researchers interviewed said that they believed 
that RELCs was not useful or of little use. There were 
more positive perceptions among research 
organisations than among faculties of agriculture. A 
number of correlation analyses revealed some 
typologies and patterns. Those who were involved 
in RELCs rated RELCs lower than those who 
weren’t involved, which suggests dissatisfaction in 
the practices or implementation of RELCs. Younger 
researchers and those with more years spent in 
their current organisation were more likely to be 
involved in RELCs. Gender did not seem to affect 
participation and involvement in RELCs. In terms of 
perception of usefulness, women respondents and 
those with higher education levels were more likely 
to give a lower rating to RELCs than male 
respondents or those with a lower educational level. 

Overall, 44% of 237 researchers in Ghana 
believed that RELCs was very useful in their 
organisation, in increasing linkages, and in improving 
agricultural productivity in general, but they 
suggested some areas for improvement. Major 
strengths and accomplishments reported by 
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organisation heads included improvements in 
linking with farmers, networking and joint 
identification of farmers’ problems and key 
research priorities. There seems to be more 
favourable perception among researchers on 
RELCs in Ghana than on REFILS in Nigeria, in 
terms of their role in joint identification of problems 
and in networking. However, similarly to the Nigeria 
case, researchers highlighted the lack of follow-up 
on actions and integration of identified problems 
into the research and extension agenda as the 
most important issues. Other areas for 
improvement highlighted included lack of logistical 
support, a limited membership base and the fact 
that target groups tended to be the rural elite and 
well-off. Similarly to the Nigeria case, these  
findings suggest RELCs are limited in acting as 
bridging institutions and in addressing demand-
side constraints.

Twenty-seven per cent of researchers have 
never interacted with a farmer or farmers’ 
organisation in the past year, 43% of researchers 
have never interacted with extension agents and 
35% have never interacted with the private sector 
(Table 2). About 14–19% of researchers do not 
believe that it is important to link and collaborate 
with farmers or farmers’ organisations, extension 
agents or the private sector. About 24–35% of 
researchers linked and interacted less frequently 
with farmers, extensions agents or private sector 
than what was required. Major reasons for weak 

linkages with farmers or extension agents included 
lack of transportation, remoteness of farmers, 
limited interest in linkages or collaboration, lack of 
funds for organising meetings with farmers, time 
constraints, and no existing contacts with farmers. 

Reasons for weak linkages with the private sector 
included no existing contacts, time constraints, no 
interest in collaboration, lack of transportation and 
remoteness of farmers. Similarly to the Nigeria 
case, the existence of RELCs did not seem to be 

Table 2: disTribuTion oF researchers and exTension agenTs based on involvemenT in and pracTices wiTh relc/
reFils (N=237 researchers and N=70 agenTs in ghana; N=367 in nigeria), in %

Indicators Researchers Extension 
Agents 

Ghana (N=237) Nigeria (N=367) Ghana (N=70)

Involvement/awareness of RELCs 13  49

Involvement of researchers with at least 1 technology or 
publication

30   

Number of times RELC members meet per year

Never met 17  

Once or twice a year 60  

Quarterly 17  

Monthly 3  

Bi-weekly 3  

Level of satisfaction on usefulness and relevance of RELCs (Likert scale) 

Not useful 9  

Of little use 11  

Somewhat useful 8  

Useful 28  

Very useful 44   

% of extension agents who sourced technology or information 
from RELCs

 30

% of technologies sourced in RELC meetings/activities in 2007   6

cONTINUED
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able to address these failures and constraints on 
the demand and supply-sides.

Agricultural extension agents’ perspective
Of the 70 extension agents interviewed, 51% were 
unaware of the existence of RELCs. Seventy per 
cent have not sourced any information, improved 
management practices or technology in any 
RELC-related activity. Across all 600 technologies 
or management practices/packages promoted by 
the 70 extension agents in 2007, only 6% of these 
were derived from RELC-related activities, as 
reported by agents. Still, the majority of topics and 
technologies being promoted by extension agents 
(82%) were sourced or learned from colleges and 
training centres or at in-service training. The topics 
and technologies discussed in RELCs that were 
used and promoted by some extension agents 
were mainly post-harvest storage and processing 
(7 respondents); the use of chemical fertilisers (6); 
knowledge about improved seed varieties and 
planting materials (5); planting techniques (4); use of 
herbicides and pesticides (3); other pest control 
techniques (3); vaccination and deworming (2); and 
sanitation and hygiene (2). 

There was some variability in the involvement of 
agents in RELCs across sample regions and 
districts. There were more agents who were aware 
of RELCs in the northern than in the western 
region. There was a greater percentage of sample 
extension agents who were aware of RELCs in 

Tolon Gumbungu and Wenchi than those who 
were unaware. Most sample agents in Wassa 
West, Kintampo South and Amenfi East were 
unaware of RELCs. 

Key informant interviews highlighted that this 
was due to lack of funding for participation and 
organising meetings. Key informants also 

highlighted lack of resources for participation and 
organising meetings and lack of funds and 
resources for extension service provision. Similarly 
to agricultural researchers’ case, extension officials 
highlighted the limited follow-up actions and 
integration of problems and priorities identified 
during consultative meetings into extension 

Source: World Bank-IFPRI survey in 2008; IFPRI–ARCN survey in May-July 2010; IFPRI–STEPRI survey in June-July 2011.  
Note: *All figures are percentage of total number of researchers interviewed; ** All figures are percentage of total number of extension 
agents interviewed; *** All figures are percentage of total number of technologies promoted. Dark-shaded areas imply no data collected.

TABLE 2 cONTINUED

% of researchers who believe that there is no need to interact 
with extension agents in a year

19 12  

% of researchers who believe that there is no need to interact 
with private sector in a year

14 10  

% of researchers who interact less frequently with farmers than 
what they think is needed

24 48  

% of researchers who interact less frequently with extension 
agents than what they think is needed

35 60  

% of researchers who interact less frequently with private sector 
than what they think is needed

34 57  

Indicators on linkages

% of researchers who have never interacted with farmers in the 
last year

27 20  

% of researchers who have never interacted with extension 
agents in the last year

43 51  

% of researchers who have never interacted with private sector in 
the last year

35 45  

% of researchers who believe that there is no need to interact 
with farmers in a year

15 11  

Indicators Researchers Extension 
Agents 

Ghana (N=237) Nigeria (N=367) Ghana (N=70)
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activities of these organisations. This suggests 
major supply-side constraints in research and 
extension organisations that must be addressed.

 
CONCLUSIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS AND 
IMPLICATIONS 
This paper analyses the role and effectiveness of 
REFILS and RELCs, from the perspective of more 
than 600 agricultural researchers and 70 extension 
agents in Ghana and Nigeria. Findings suggest that 
their scope and effectiveness as a bridging or 
linkage approach have been limited. The majority of 
researchers in Ghana and Nigeria are not involved 
and more than half of the extension agents sampled 
in Ghana are unaware of these committees. There is 
limited broad-based participation among farmers 
and the private sector. There are concerns raised 
about elite capture and exclusion of the poor in the 
consultative processes. There are also questions in 
terms of the process and quality of consultation and 
information flow within organisations. Limited 
interaction and infrequency of meetings are other 
observations noted. 

Nigeria and Ghana both display limited follow-
up action and integration of problems and needs 
identified during RELC/REFILS meetings into 
relevant organisations’ research and extension 
activities. This suggests major supply-side 
constraints that hinder the ability and incentive of 
researchers and extension agents and their 
organisations to respond to these identified 

problems and priorities. This suggests that RELC/
REFILS are unable to enforce greater 
accountability among service providers in 
response to the needs of farmers and other end-
users. There are also issues raised in terms of the 
quality of information and knowledge being 
provided during RELC/REFILS meetings, which 
implies some issues of trust and confidence in the 
research and extension systems in these countries. 

Why rELCs/rEfiLs did not work as intended
The data and key informants’ interviews highlighted 
a number of observations.
•  The project only worked when donor funds were 

supporting them.
•  The private sector and local government 

authorities were not engaged in the project.
•  The project could not generate sustained funds 

through the RELCs (for participation and 
organising meetings and for research and 
extension activities).

•  There was no cost-sharing with farmer-based 
organisations and local authorities.

•  There was a limited feedback mechanism within 
research institutes and within farmers’ groups

•  Structural constraints and bottlenecks hindering 
greater linkages were not addressed. 

•  No improvements were made in terms of 
accountability, mission-orientation and a culture 
of interconnectivity by researchers and extension 
agents.

should rELCs/rEfiLs be strengthened and 
funded or alternative institutional arrangements 
found?
Joint technology development and review and 
other linkage activities should be focused on and 
funds should be allotted as an integrated part of 
research and extension activities. Therefore, 
RELCs and REFILS will need to be supported. 
RELCs and REFILS are institutionalised structures 
for linking research and extension at higher levels 
of research planning and priority-setting. They are 
intended for public research and extension 
institutes to work more closely with each other and 
be more demand-driven. The aim is not to 
substitute other forms and more innovative forms 
of platforms such as value-chain platforms, 
learning alliance or innovation networks closer to 
the farmers and their associations. Rather than 
substitutes, RELCs/REFILS can be 
complementary structures for grass root-level 
platforms. Given the higher-level planning and 
programming inherent in RELCs/REFILS, they will 
benefit from a more systematic and inclusive 
discussion, dialogues and demand articulation at 
grass root-level. At the same time, grass root-level 
platforms are more likely to be integrated to 
regional or national research planning through the 
RELCs and REFILS. For all these platforms, good 
facilitation (either by third-party facilitator or broker 
or by a strong management committee) and 
synchronisation of perspectives will be crucial 
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(Klerkx and Leeuwis, 2009). Moreover, there is a 
need to look at the nature and quality of 
representation and feedback mechanism with 
organisations and groups of organisations. 

RELC/REFILS are structures for linkage and 
depend on the strength and capacity of the 
institutions and organisations they are bridging. 
They are ineffective if supply-side constraints and 
demand-side problems are not addressed. Weak 
linkages between farmers, extension agents, 
researchers and other innovation actors are due to 
supply-side constraints (lack of transportation, time 
funding and accountability to farmers) and demand-
side problems (remoteness, lack of funds for 
participation and limited interest in participation). 
Results from implementation of REFILS and RELC 
suggest that it is their inability to enforce 
accountability and address bottlenecks on the 
demand and supply sides of technology and service 
provision that hinder linkages and interaction. On the 
demand side, capacity strengthening and 
empowerment of end-users will be critical for all 
actors to be equal partners in the demand-driven 
research planning and priority-setting. On the 
supply side, capacity and incentives in research and 
extension organisations must be assessed. There 
are two approaches that can be explored:  
(a) management commitment to enforce strict 
performance and outcome targets and enforce 
rewards or sanctions based on the attainment of 
these targets and (b) channelling funds to farmers 

and farmers’ organisations to enforce accountability 
to their needs and problems and providing them 
with more responsibility. Both have some challenges 
and they must be adopted based on the specific 
local context and existing institutions. In order for 
innovation systems to work, all will require increased 
commitment and resources.

Survey results reveal some variation in 
responses to and perceptions about RELCs and 
REFILS across organisations and geographical 
locations, which suggest some scope for analysing 
successful elements in better performing RELCs 
and REFILS. There is scope for further research to 
identify the factors which explain the variation in 
performance and effectiveness of these 
committees and learn valuable lessons for 
strengthening them or finding alternative 
approaches. Two topics can be explored: (a) the 
process and quality of consultation and 
participation in order to strengthen equity and 
pro-poor implications of these linkage committees 
and (b) ways of sustainable funding for participation 
and organising meetings. 
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