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Acting as a Change Agent in Supporting
Sustainable Agriculture: How to Cope
with New Professional Situations?

M. CERF*, M.N. GUILLOT*,$ and P. OLRY$

*INRA, UR SenS, Thiverval-Grignon, France, $AgroSup Dijon, Dijon, France

ABSTRACT How do change agents deal with the diversity of farmers’ attitudes towards the
future of agriculture? How do they themselves cope with change and understand their role as
change agents? We chose a comprehensive, action-training approach to answer such questions and
worked with agents belonging to two different extension networks. The agents acknowledged
their historically built professional models and discussed their professional situations in relation to
the need to develop new skills and to address new audiences. Some dimensions of these situations
were pointed out as crucial in the change process: (1) the agent’s position among farmers and
those who act to change farming practices at local level; (2) the tension between the agent’s
engagement in promoting more environmentally-friendly practices, and the role that managers and
farmers assign to the agent; and (3) the way of combining scientific and technical knowledge with
farmers’ own knowledge. Our work also highlighted the diversity of the agents’ points of view on
change at farm level (discontinuity versus continuity) and the way to handle it: respectively by
making the discontinuity visible and manageable at farm level, or by supporting a step-by-step
management of change at cropping-system level. The added value has been to develop a method
which enables advisers to learn together from their professional situations, and thus to show the
need to investigate how the agent’s subjectivity is a key driver of a change intervention.

KEY WORDS: Change agents, Integrated farming, Action-training approach, Professional
development

Introduction

It is well recognized in the literature that farmers who wish to manage change at farm

level will seek various informational resources. Some authors point out the role of

peers (Darré, 1985; Triomphe et al., 2007), whereas others focus on the way in which

advisers support farmers’ learning processes (Paine et al., 2004), and yet others

show how different informational resources are combined to achieve change (Lamine

et al., 2009). In this paper we focus on the way in which advisers support farmers

in developing farming systems that address issues of sustainability (reduction of

pesticides and nitrogen pollution, production of eco-systemic services). Many

researchers have already addressed this issue (for a review, see Ingram, 2008) and
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two main trends can be identified. The first trend can be described as adviser-

role focused. It rests on the well-known opposition between expert and facilitative

roles, and emphasizes the need for a more facilitative role for advisers, in order to

promote the learning that is considered to be required to enable a shift towards more

environmentally friendly farming practices (for example, Crawford et al., 2007;

Ingram, 2008; Nettle and Paine, 2009; Röling and Jiggins, 1994). The second trend

can be described as private-public focused. Researchers question the way in which

private advisers could support environmental policies, and how policy incentives

could be combined to achieve this (see, for example, Botha et al., 2008; Ingram, 2008;

Klerkx and Jansen, 2010). But most of these studies are conducted in countries

in which privatization occurred in the 1980s or in the 1990s. In France, such

privatization did not really take place (see Laurent et al., 2006 for a comparison

between various countries). In this paper we will present the work that we carried out

separately with the Chambres of Agriculture on the one hand and Centre d’Initiatives

pour Valoriser l’Agriculture et le Milieu rural (CIVAM) on the other. Both are

agencies steered by farmers, and both receive public funds. The former are recognized

as key players at national level, and are therefore funded far more by the CasDar.1

They are the only agencies paid by a public levy on land. In exchange, they are

expected to develop services to support public policies. In both types of agency,

farmers contribute to the financing of the advisory service, but on a standard basis

rather than for each received advice. In that sense, these agencies are neither private

nor public but rather non-commercial (Rivera, 2000).

The contrast between these agencies is assumed to be embedded essentially in

historically and culturally built identities. Most of the studies carried out on advisory

work pay scant attention to this issue. Yet farmers assess extension agencies as being

relevant or not for delivering a certain kind of advice, as offering a relation they value

etc. (Cerf and Magne, 2007). Furthermore, extension agencies clearly define missions

for their advisers and also offer a range of services which imply some type of contract

(formal or informal) between the adviser and the farmer. Albaladejo et al. (2007)

suggest distinguishing job identities and professional ones. Whereas the former refer

mainly to the organization’s view on the way to carry out a given development

intervention, the latter refer to the way in which the advisers understand their role

and their action. These authors acknowledge the possible tensions between these two

identities as well as their possible intertwining during action. Their study mainly

focuses on territorial development projects, whereas ours looks at these tensions and

intertwining between job and professional identities in the field of environmental

advice. Furthermore, we try to see how this can facilitate or impede change in the way

in which advice is delivered. Our aim is to understand the development of the

advisers’ activity, i.e. the changes occurring in their way of performing their job and

defining their professional identity.

Note that by focusing on knowledge exchange encounters (Ingram, 2008) and on

networking for territorial projects (Albaladejo et al., 2007) or innovation processes

(Klerkx & Leeuwis, 2009), these authors exclude the content as well as all the

dimensions which are part of the encounter, such as the place, the objects (paper

board, field, samples etc.) used to support the exchange and the timing (according to

the crop season or to the relationship between the farmer and the adviser). It seems

that more attention is paid to the relationship than to the overall situation in which it

8 M. Cerf et al.
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takes place. Rather than focusing on the encounter or the interaction, our study aims

at embracing the advisory situation as a whole. We postulate that advisers need to be

aware of the various dimensions of the situation so that they can identify the diversity

of situations they encounter, and adjust to it.

Our objective then is to highlight diversity amongst the advisers, regarding their

approach to change and their way of acting (e.g. organizing and performing their

work with a given farmer or group of famers), and to point out some of the factors

which can impede their professional development, e.g. the changes in knowledge,

know-how and professional identity which they face when they deliver advice on

issues related to sustainable development. More precisely, we want to address the

following questions: How do the change agents as well as their managers deal with

the diversity of attitudes towards change and towards the future of agriculture? How

do they themselves cope with change and understand their role as change agents?

Which resources do they build and use to support the farmers who adopt and adapt

practices viewed as contributing to a more sustainable development?

In the following section we briefly describe our theoretical framework and meth-

odology and then present our results by specifying for each case study: (1) the way

change is understood by the managers, (2) the professional routines which prevail, (3)

the way advisers conceptualize change and, finally, (4) their own analysis of the

changes occurring in their work. We finally discuss the implications of these results

on ways of supporting professional development for change agents.

Some Theoretical Assumptions and an Action-training Methodology

Ison and Russell (2000) distinguish between first-order and second-order change.

They qualify first-order change as ‘more of the same’, e.g. increasing the efficiency of

a given system. Second-order change means stepping out of the existing system to see

it from a different perspective or angle. The implication is that the other perspective

or angle has a different rationale. However, do the agents perceive these issues while

interacting with farmers?

There is an abundant literature on how to operate as a change agent, both in the

field of organizational studies and in that of personal development studies. Manuals

on good practices or recommendations written by scholars or consultants are also

numerous. But, as far as we know, few researchers have adopted a comprehensive

approach to grasp the way change agents themselves define their role and develop

their skills. Sociologists are certainly those who contribute the most to such a

perspective (for example, Compagnone et al., 2009; Remy et al., 2006) but their focus

is mainly on the conceptions and networks that agents develop, rather than on the

way they act in given situations. Some researchers (for example, Cerf and Falzon,

2005; Maxime and Cerf, 2002) have studied how certain agents learned to operate

differently when they were given a mandate to co-produce advice with the farmers

concerned, but the researchers adopted an outsider’s perspective rather than a

comprehensive one. Co-production in such studies was moreover designed to support

first-order change at farm level, rather than second-order change.

In order to understand how change agents develop their skills to support farmers

in developing farming systems which contribute to sustainable development, we

chose to build an action-training methodology rooted in an activity theory

Coping with New Professional Situations 9
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perspective. Our investigatory work was based on a developmental intervention

among two groups of advisers interested in enhancing their ability to support farmers

in developing such new farming systems. Unlike Koutsouris (2008) we did not choose

to be project focused. Rather, we chose to group together some professionals who

were involved in different local initiatives. Nevertheless, we grouped professionals

according to the kind of organization they worked in: Chambres of Agriculture on

one hand, CIVAM on the other.

Like many other authors who ground their developmental interventions in an

activity theory perspective (see, for example, Virkkunen, 2004), we proposed that

these two groups develop their ability on the basis of a reflexive analysis of their

current professional activity. As Jobert (1998) pointed out, this type of analysis needs

to be supported by a framework. We therefore chose to orientate the analysis so that

the professionals became aware of their way of conceptualizing their relationship to

their professional situation. How did we achieve this?

The framework underlying our developmental intervention is drawn from French

ergonomics, which has long shown that people carry out an activity and do not stick

to the task assigned by the organization. The task description cannot anticipate all

possible working situations, and workers have to cope with the variability of these

situations in order to feel efficient and to be recognized as such in the organization.

Furthermore, the activity should be distinguished from the task as expressed by

workers when answering why and how questions about their work (see Leplat, 1997).

This can be likened to the distinction made by Argyris and Schön (1974) between

espoused theory and theory in use. Activity is therefore defined by sticking as much

as possible to what is really done in a given situation.

To work with the advisers, we used a participant observation technique (observing

advisory situations) and a story-telling approach (Pastré, 2006). We asked the agents

to identify the key events that they remembered and the way they adapted to them

within the professional situations recalled. The idea was to support advisers in

making sense of their own experiences while facing new professional situations. We

proposed that they build and analyse these stories collectively, and then compare

routine and disturbed situations. Routine situations are those in which agents feel

efficient, whereas disturbed ones are those in which they acknowledge difficulties in

achieving their goals or in feeling comfortable.

We furthermore suggested that they analyse their relation to their professional

situation as two-sided. Many authors have analysed the relationship between the

individual and the situation. Some have focused on how individuals act in situations

(Rogalski and Samurçay, 1992; Suchman, 1987); others have looked at the situation

as an opportunity for inquiry which enables individuals to build and rebuild their ex-

perience (see Dewey, 1947, 1993) or to perform some learning tasks (Brousseau,

1997). In our work, the idea was to support the inquiry by suggesting that the

professional situation is firstly a ‘productive situation’, i.e. a situation in which the

agents interact with farmers, and secondly a ‘social situation’, i.e. a situation in

which professionals get recognition from peers, and develop the norms and habits

that they share.2

Finally, based on our own understanding of their activity (through our observa-

tions in the field), we asked them to recall some key dimensions such as:

10 M. Cerf et al.
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. the spatial-temporal dimensions of the ‘productive situation’

. the scientific and technical knowledge that they mobilized

. their beliefs (what they considered to be true)

. the goals they had in mind while acting in the situation

. their way of mobilizing the group and the farmers within the group.

The collective analysis by the agents took place in action-training sessions (three

training sessions of 1 or 2 days in each case). Table 1 shows the work carried out in

each case study. During the training sessions, our role was to invite the agents to

point out any contradictions in the professional situations in which they felt

inefficient and stressed. We also invited them to identify the differences and

similarities in their respective relationship to their professional situations, both in

routine and in slightly or heavily disturbed situations. Therefore, we invite them to

reflect on their practices and gave them opportunity to develop their professional

Table 1. The main characteristics of our action-training methodology.

Meta-rules 1. Create a collective work ‘space’ and give means and time for
collective reflexivity.

2. Support the dialogue among agents to explore their diverse
professional situations.

3. Create the agents’ engagement in the collective by offering them the
opportunity to improve their practices as change agents.

Principles to
co-design the
action-training
sessions

1. Working on professional situations: telling peers what is done in
such situations.

2. Articulating 3 circles of participants: researchers point out the
diversity among the participants and propose some framework of
analysis. Promoters act as a collective memory of the discussions.
Agents bring in their experience.

Different activities
carried on during
the sessions

Field visit: observation of
intercropping plots.

Only Case A.

Story-telling: agents recall
routine and disturbed
professional situations.

Case A: this was supported by in situ
observations by the researchers.

Case B: this was supported by a
leaflet and interviews conducted by
researchers, which enabled the agents
to keep track of their work.

Researchers bring in a
framework of analysis.

In both cases.

Producing resources to act
as a change agent.

Case A: building technical notes
recalling the dimension on which to
argue, to convince farmers to adopt a
given practice.

Case B: exploring resources given by
the promoters (for example,
diagnostic guides to identify room for
manoeuvre at farming or cropping
system levels).

Coping with New Professional Situations 11
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skills. Note that in both cases the work done with the agents was to result in some

form of practical guide which could then be used to facilitate collective analysis

of professional situations and thus to develop new professional models when

required.

Where possible we kept traces of (tape-recorded) the interactions between an

agent and the farmers in a given situation, and noted some characteristics (place,

date, objects used etc.) of the situation. Additionally we had some written traces of

the sequence. We also tape-recorded the action-training sessions and kept traces of

the agents’ drawings and writings. We finally collected some information about the

organisations and the main services they offered to farmers, as well as the resources

they developed to support in the delivery of these services.

Results

The results we present here draw on our analysis of these action-training processes

and the data collected during it. To analyse these data, we paid attention to the

different dimensions which could impact the professional situation and the relation-

ship that a professional built to it. Thus, we investigated:

. how the organizations understand their role as promoters of agriculture with a

positive contribution to sustainable development, and the difficulties that this

can generate at the agents’ level

. the professional model that the agents acknowledge to be the implicit one

driving their action as change agents, and which they recognized as failing to
encompass the diverse situations they now have to cope with

. the diversity amongst the agents in their way of conceptualizing change and

acting as change agents.

How does the Organization Support the Agent in Acting as a Change Agent?

Differences can be identified in the way in which the management staff supports their

agents in dealing with new situations of change. In Case B, the managers conveyed a

vision of agriculture for the future and produced dedicated resources to support the

facilitators. In Case A, they had a much fuzzier discourse about their vision for the

future and did not really dedicate resources to support their agents.

The Case B managers had in mind to propose to policy-makers a contract that

would allocate funds to farmers who developed eco-systemic services. These man-

agers worked with some farmers to define the terms of reference of this contract.

Before promoting such a contract, they decided to assess its feasibility for the farm-

ers, along with the extent to which the farmers involved would really achieve eco-

systemic services. They sought funds to develop this project, and assigned some

facilitators to the following tasks:

. identify farmers who volunteer to test the feasibility of the terms of reference

. put on contract the support available to each farmer and the data that he/she

will have to deliver during the 3 years of the test

12 M. Cerf et al.
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. support farmers in adopting and adapting the terms of reference3 to their own

situation

. assess some indicators showing the contribution to eco-systemic services.

Facilitators received some support in performing these tasks, such as training,

allocation of human resources to collect data on farms, and automation of data

analysis. Nevertheless, during the action-training sessions the agents expressed some

doubts about their ability to carry out a full test of the terms of reference. Rather

than saying that they did not share the underlying vision, they mainly pointed out the

difficulty of persuading farmers to apply some of the specifications such as buffer

strips or plot sizes.
Case A is quite different. The agents attending the action-training sessions came

from different agencies, each with its own understanding of the need or the

opportunity to develop integrated farming practices. A clear message was not really

addressed to the agents, and the managers did not promote a distinct vision of the

future for agriculture. In fact, the managers were reluctant to promote integrated

farming practices and argued that more evidence should be gathered that such

practices would not decrease farmers’ incomes and would effectively reduce the

negative impacts of current intensive practices. They were reluctant to develop such

practices on a large scale.

As a result, these managers did not really support their agents. Their main action

was to encourage them to prove, through experiments, that integrated farming

practices could maintain the farmer’s income while reducing the negative impacts of

current farming practices. Different paths were chosen to achieve this. In one agency,

an agent had to facilitate the adoption of integrated farming practices within a group

of farmers who volunteered to test these practices. In others, experimental protocols

to test such practices at plot or farm level were developed and were negotiated with

the farmer to adapt the protocol to the farming situation. Note that agents made up

for this lack of support through their involvement in a national network.4

Discussions among the agents during the action-training sessions distinctly showed

that they seriously lacked a clear mandate and enough time to develop new skills.

They felt that they had to build their own vision of the future for agriculture and to

understand the extent to which it would be supported at local level, whether by their

managers or by the farmers. The agents also expressed the need for more social

recognition within their own agency. They acknowledged that their managers

sometimes questioned their involvement in the network, i.e. their investment in

collecting evidence.

Two Different Historically Built Professional Models Working as Antecedent Norms

When collectively analysing the disturbances which occurred in certain situations, the

agents realized that they behaved according to routines entrenched in what could be

called a professional model (Table 2). Recognizing that this model might be an

antecedent norm and could be inadequate to deal with these situations, they started

to dissect their model and to better identify how it implicitly defined their way of

identifying cues in a situation. They recognized that such a model coherently

encompassed key dimensions of the situation: the agent’s mandate and role, the

Coping with New Professional Situations 13
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interplay of the people during their interactions (farmers and change agent), the

spatio-temporal unit in which these interactions took place, the resources used, and

the way they were mobilized to reach a fairly specific goal. The coherence of the

model implied that it might be difficult to reconsider it.

How do the Agents Conceptualize Change?

The agents conceptualize change as either a discontinuity or a continuous process,

and mainly express their way of considering a certain relationship between change,

Table 2. The professional model that we identified in Case A and in Case B.

Dimension of the
professional model Case A Case B

The mandate Given by the administrative
head of the team of agents and
by the farmers who define the
agency’s orientation.

Given by the administrative
managers and by a ‘referent’
who is a farmer belonging to
the group in which the agent
acts as a facilitator.

The origin of the
funds

The organization seeks funds,
even if sometimes the agent has
to sell the services proposed by
the organization.

The organization seeks funds,
but each agent also has to
contribute to this search.

The collective of
professionals

The colleagues working with
groups of farmers and some
specialists working in the same
agency.

The network of facilitators
working in the organization.

The agents’ role, the
core resources
mobilized on the
job, as expressed by
the agents

The agents call themselves
technicians, and say that they
give technical support to
farmers. The group is one way
to deliver this technical
support. The ‘technician’ is
viewed as an expert who can
tell what is innovative for the
farmers, and provide the
evidence that it is relevant to
them. The productive situation
is mainly organized as a field
visit which can take place
fortnightly during the cropping
season. The adviser’s role is to
prove to the farmers that he/she
has answers to all their
technical questions.

The agents call themselves
facilitators and define their role
as enabling farmers to set their
autonomy at decision level.
The farmers’ group together as
the relevant unit to push and
discuss proposals regarding
innovation in farming systems.
The productive situation is
mainly organized as training
sessions in which experts are
appealed to, to inform farmers
on specific issues which they
had identified as crucial. The
facilitator’s role is to enable the
farmers to challenge the expert
knowledge.

The core competency Being an expert on crop
management techniques and
decision-support tools and
being able to support farmers
in adapting them to their own
farming or cropping systems.

Being able to create fruitful
dialogue among the farmers of
the group so that each farmer
can develop innovative
practices on his/her farm.

14 M. Cerf et al.
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experience and time. Few agents defend the idea that a move towards more

environmentally friendly practices means a clear break with former practices, and

completely redesigned the whole farming system. Most of them think that this move

is a progressive one: the farmers adopt new practices step by step in a long-term

process.

The discussions during the action-training sessions showed that these two con-

ceptualizations are grounded in different understandings of their own role as change

agents. All the agents think that adopting integrated farming practices (Case A)

or the terms of reference (Case B) means that farmers should become aware of the

ecosystem (instead of the agro-system) and learn to be ‘in the forefront of the

process’. For most of the agents, this means ‘organizing the crops and the farming

techniques to avoid the outbreak of pests or weeds, and without using pesticides or

herbicides’. But some will try to make farmers aware of this at plot and crop level,

while others will try to do so at farm and cropping-system level. The latter mainly

conceptualize ‘change for the farmer’ as a necessary discontinuity, whereas the

former see it as a continuous process.

Thus, the agents differ in their way of conceptualizing change in relation to

innovation. They see these two notions as intertwined, and as a key point in their

ability to build a new relationship with the farmers. In Case A, most of the agents

define them as innovation promoters. They view innovation as knowing how to use

new molecules or cultivars, and new decision-support tools. They acknowledge that

farmers view integrated farming practices not as innovation but as compulsory. They

also acknowledge that even for them, promoting new reasoning at system level is no

longer promoting innovation. Some of the agents feel that they are losing their

position as experts, without having the resources or the desire to become a facilitator.

In Case B, most of the agents express the need to have more technical expertise. In

fact, they used to consider innovation as something that was in the farmers’ hands.

But to support the farmers in adopting the terms of reference, their role is partially

changing, from facilitator to someone who reassures farmers on some agronomic and

technical issues related to the terms of reference. In each case study, the former

relationship to innovation is challenged by the new situations in which the agents

have to act. Rebuilding this relationship is crucial for the agents, in order to rebuild

their posture and role in the group of farmers.

Which Change do the Agents Identify in Their Own Work?

For the agents, disturbed situations are mainly those in which they work with new

audiences. Most of the agents expressed first a feeling that they were unable to find

the right position to handle such situations. They realized that some dimensions of

their relationship with farmers needed to be rethought. In Case A, the agents rec-

ognized that their position could no longer be considered as neutral: acting as an

agent promoting more environmentally friendly practices could be viewed by farmers

as a kind of political activism, even if the agents themselves considered that this

implicitly meant acting as a civil servant, i.e. supporting the general interest. In Case

B, the agents acknowledged that they could not only act as facilitators and also had

to become experts who could influence farmers’ decisions and reassure them on

technical issues.

Coping with New Professional Situations 15

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

Pr
of

es
so

r 
P.

 O
lr

y]
 a

t 0
4:

13
 1

4 
Fe

br
ua

ry
 2

01
2 



In both cases the agents recognized that they needed to build a new position

among all those who were also in a position to give their opinions on farmers’

practices in one way or another (other farmers’ advisers as well as local authorities or

local environmental associations or agencies). Together, the agents discussed how to

negotiate their position and, more specifically, the role of their managers in this

negotiation. But they also recognized that they should first clarify their position with

the other agents every time they had to deal with a shared problem (for example,

water quality at catchment level) in a given situation.

The agents furthermore expressed their need to build a new relationship to scientific

and technical knowledge. In Case A, it seems that uncertainty on the relevant technical

recommendations calls for new attitudes towards such recommendations. Advisers

used to recommend techniques when they had evidence from a network of local trials

that such techniques were locally relevant. But obtaining results from farming-system

experiments is a long-term process and such results need to be extrapolated differently

to fit to each farmer’s situation. The agents therefore claimed that co-designing on-

farm tests with the farmers was a way to overcome this difficulty. They believed that it

would require different observation skills and decision-support tools in order to check

the relevant indicators at plot or cropping-system levels. In Case B, the agents feared

that their lack of scientific and technical knowledge could be an impediment to

supporting farmers in taking the relevant decisions regarding the terms of reference.

Finally, the agents recognized that these changes in the relationship would impact

their way of mobilizing the cognitive and material resources they were used to. For

example, in Case A, the agents started to explore how they could change their way of

conducting field visits. They discussed the relevance of developing new approaches

during intercropping periods, and saw such visits as opportunities to develop a long-

term diagnosis at cropping system level. In Case B, the agents started to question the

pivotal role of the training expert. They tried new tools aimed at supporting farmers

in their ability to design their cropping system according to the terms of reference.

Conclusion

In this paper we have focused on professional situations encountered by a diversity of

advisers. We have contrasted two case studies to show how change agents and their

managers deal with new professional situations. These situations emerge with the

need to support farmers in developing practices with a positive contribution to

sustainable development. In each case, our developmental intervention based on an

action-training approach afforded an opportunity for the agents to step back and to

reflect on their way to act in both routine and disturbed situations. Distinguishing

these two situations, and offering a framework to the advisers was a key role played

by the researchers in supporting the collective analysis carried on by the advisers. All

of them recognized that they lacked such opportunities. Although they often met to

discuss technical or organizational issues, they rarely spoke about their way of acting

and behaving as ‘a professional’. They recognized the need to acknowledge their

historically built professional models and those dimensions of their professional

situations that had to be grasped in order to develop new skills and adjust to new

audiences. The agents pointed out three dimensions that they needed to take into

account in order to develop new skills and efficiency while acting as a change agent in
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new professional situations. The first was the agent’s position among farmers and

among the people acting to change farming practices at local level. Rather than just

the expert�facilitation dichotomy, this dimension relates more to the idea of

collective competence, as developed by Albaladejo et al. (2007), or to the various

types of innovation brokers, as pointed by Klerkx and Leeuwis (2009).

The second dimension is the tension which can exist between, on the one hand, the

agent’s engagement in promoting more environmentally friendly practices or terms of

reference for eco-systemic services, and, on the other hand, the possible lack of

support of his/her management staff, and the farmers’ vision of the agent’s role. As in

the study of Albaladejo et al. (2007), some agents said that to be a change agent

required ‘militancy’, whereas others considered it as dangerous. This point remained

open in their discussion, with a contrast between Cases A and B as CIVAM agents

are more inclined to accept the need for militancy (it is somehow part of their

historically built professional model).

The third dimension is the need to step out of their historically built professional

model and specifically to invent new ways of intertwining scientific and technical

knowledge with farmers’ own knowledge, in order to enable farmers to develop a new

understanding of their unit of action (the eco-system versus the agro-system) and the

way to materialize it in farming practices. Such new approaches are not only based on

new forms of verbal interaction; they also imply new ways of mobilizing the field visit

or the experimental data and the evaluation criteria, for example.

Our analysis of the data collected during this developmental intervention first

highlighted two different conceptualizations of change among the agents. Such

conceptualizations seem to be linked to the mode that the agents adopt to monitor

change with the farmers. They also all accept the idea that the farmers should ‘step

out of their current way of producing’. Some consider that this could be achieved by

acknowledging the need to rebuild the whole farming system (making the dis-

continuity visible and manageable at farm level); others prefer to act by supporting a

continuous change through step-by-step management of change at cropping-system

level. This diversity can be interpreted as a combination of two sources of uncertainty

which the agents have to deal with: the first one concerns their ability to develop a

new advisory position and to adapt it according to the audience they work with; the

second one is the lack of clearly proven innovative techniques or some missing

scientific knowledge regarding the functioning of the eco-system and the extent to

which their professional model rested on the promotion of technical expertise.

Our analysis secondly showed that agents encounter new professional situations

while supporting farmers in developing practices with a positive contribution to

sustainable development, and that they come up against difficulties in being efficient

in such situations. These difficulties are linked less to their respective conceptualiza-

tion of change than to their respective professional models and to the support

received from their managers. In both cases, the prevailing model used to act in the

‘productive situation’ is not sufficient to act efficiently in the new professional

situation. The contrast between the two situations shows that the ‘social situation’

also has to be rebuilt, and that the organization can be more or less supportive,

sometimes creating deeply disturbed ‘productive situations’ for the agents.

Finally, our analysis may contribute to the debate on the push and pull incentives

that policy-makers can use to promote the development of more environmentally
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friendly farming practices. As Klerckx and Jansen (2010) quoted, push measures

include: (1) support for advisers in developing social skills, and best practice

exchange among advisers regarding how to convey Sustainable Farming Manage-

ment (SFM) messages in an interactive and facilitative way; and (2) improving

linkages between research and practice, and in general a more co-ordinated research

and extension system in support of SFM advice. By emphasizing the professional

situations, the historically built professional models, and the way extension agencies

are more or less supportive of change at adviser level, we can suggest that the

exchange of best practices might not be sufficient. There is a clear need to embed this

exchange in a more in-depth analysis of the socio-historical trajectory of the adviser,

as well as a need for some methods to carry out such an analysis. Focusing on

professional situations and supporting advisers in recognizing their relevant

dimensions in a given situation in order to define their way to act as a change agent

is one way to achieve this. This is what our work entailed.
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Notes

1 The Cas-Dar is a special account within the public budget which is dedicated to the funding of Applied

Research and Extension services.
2 This professional situation should not be confused with the professional systems of reference used in the

organization to describe the job. We will refer to such systems of reference by identifying the tasks

assigned by the organization to the agents.
3 Practices in the terms of reference included, for example: reducing the use of inputs to below certain

thresholds; developing practices that can be maintained, such as reducing plot sizes; and increasing the

percentage of buffer strips.
4 This network is supported by their agencies and by the Ministry of Agriculture. It consists of researchers,

advisers, and trainers involved in the design, implementation and evaluation of cropping systems aimed

at developing some of the eco-systemic services to which agriculture can contribute.
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