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 1. On 20 April Rikin Gandhi, co-founder and executive director of Digital Green (DG), featured in the 
2nd session of the SAFIN Webinar Series. Rikin was invited to provide his perspective and experience on 
Social Networks for Agricultural Development, by showcasing the work of his organization.  
  

 2. Rikin's journey started off 12 years ago at Microsoft Research (MR) India investigating the role for 
technology in small scale agricultural systems. As part of his work he examined various extension 
programmes of the Government of India (GoI) that, due to a number of challenges faced, there was little 
evidence that these programmes brought tangible benefit for farmers. This was further reinforced by a 2005 
survey1 which concluded that the conventional extension systems were reaching a small share of farmers 
and that farmers were getting most information on agricultural best practices not from the extension 
workers but from fellow farmers, neighbours and family members. These findings got Microsoft Research 
thinking about how to improve the speed and effectiveness of agricultural extension systems at a 
reasonable cost. 
 

 3. In 2008 DG became an independent non-profit (a spin-off for MR). Its early work focused on the 
use of digital videos for extension. "What made this possible", Rikin explained, "was that with the 
commoditization of technology, producing videos no longer required highly advanced technology nor 
specialized experts". During the first 6 months of operations in India DG partnered with a local NGO to see 
how to incorporate the use of technology, and specifically videos, in their day-to-day extension work. The 
first thing to determine was who to feature in the videos. In this regard, it was observed that farmers 
wanted to hear first and foremost from  fellow farmers. The second thing to determine was how to 
distribute the videos. In this regard, distribution was done initially through local village cable networks and 
through a 'Netflix-style' video rental service. However, farmers had questions on what videos to watch, what 
to do if they needed help to implement the practices featured in them, what to do if they needed access to 
a seed or fertilizer to actually carry a practice forward. The approach was therefore improved by introducing 
lead-farmers at the village level to support in screening videos and providing follow-up support.  
 

 4. To assess the impact of its work on the ground, DG has undertaken a number of studies in 
partnership with research institutions2. The first study undertaken by DG in 2007-2008 compared 4 modes 
of extension channels. The results showed that adoption rates were lower for conventional system (15%) 
than with video approach introduced by DG (80%). The main difference between the two systems was the 
presence of local mediators from the  same villages as the farmers who were able to engage the 
communities on a highly frequent basis. The positive results of DG's approach were further confirmed by a 
cost-benefit analysis3 that concluded that the approach was not only effective but also 10 times more 
efficient in terms of cost per adoption than the conventional system.  
 

 5. Rikin emphasized that "DG has never had the ambition to replace existing extension systems, which 
on the contrary are the foundation and the role of DG is to amplify their effectiveness through the use of 
videos". Partnerships with Governments and local NGOs were fundamental to help DG refine their  model 
across a large geography. The model has in fact been replicated in Afghanistan and Ethiopia, where DG has 
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partnered with Governments programmes. In fact, what has allowed the model to reach scale has been that 
some public extension systems have integrated it.  
 

 6. Although DGs work focuses on the production of extension videos, the effects have been quite far 
reaching – as videos have been an entry-point to effect change in extension systems. More specifically: (i) 
The production of videos enables the extension systems (in collaboration with research organizations) to 
really think-through and agree on the messages to promote among rural communities, thereby reducing 
variability in content. (ii) The schedules of distribution of content are set up (1 new video every 2 weeks) to 
allow farmers to receive digestible pieces of information that can be applied. (iii) Data and feedback are 
collected to help inform and target in specific ways extension programmes and their content. 
 
7. Aside from the video approach, DG has also introduced some technology in the backend to enable 
the partners they work with to open the 'black box of extension' ("black box" due to uncertain returns) as 

CoCo; Community Videos; Wonder Village & Farmer-Book; Loop.  well as access other solutions: 
 

 8. DG's business model in the TA landscape is innovative not so much in terms of technology used 
but rather in terms of how it fosters a capacity of farmers to innovate in their own practices by tapping a 
number of existing capabilities and roles in the landscape and adding value to them, for amplified, more 
effective, and more efficient impact. In essence, the approach starts from tapping social networks already 
present in rural communities on an informal basis, where information is shared between neighbours, family 
members and so on. DG then partners with Government extension systems, agri-businesses, and other local 
players who organize these farmer groups and meet with them with some regularity. At that point DG 
introduces the digital layer in the form of videos, to amplify the capacity of these actors to convey their 
respective information and messages more widely to the communities, and to collect feedback to make 
messages more targeted.  

 
 9. DG believes that "technology is best for magnifying human intent and capability". The digital 

divide will not be crossed by technology alone – that’s why they partner with organizations and individuals 
that have already done some of the foundational work of investing in physical infrastructure, human capital, 
social institutions, and insert the use of a digital tool as their specific business "product" into that work.  
 

 10. A few additional points were clarified by Rikin during the engaging Q&A session: 
 (i) DG's targeting approach is focused on reaching the lowest-end segments of farmer communities, 

including landless farmers. However, conditions of access to technologies & inclusivity are largely 
dictated by the partners they work with and the types of farmer groups partners mobilize.  

 (ii) Staffing of the extension programmes and types of skills required varies by country. In general, two 
levels of staff are needed: a subject-matter specialist/technical experts to help create locally relevant 
content (e.g. at district level) and lead-farmers, which can serve as village-level facilitators. 

 (iii) Costs are agnostic to the content of the videos, but benefits (i.e. in terms of adoption rate, welfare-
effect, income, productivity) will vary based on the message/practice communicated.  

 (iv) DG has partnered with a number of large private companies (i.e. commodity chain groups) who are 
providing TA as a part of their business models (World Cocoa Foundation in Ghana, Unilever Affiliates 
and JK Paper in India).  

 (v) Whether the improvements in terms of cost-benefit ratio are achieved through expanding benefits or 
reducing costs depends on the specific extension system and what is the current cost.   

 (vi) Institutionalization has been a big part of DG's work – 80% of their work is through extension systems, 
and 20% is on the technology elements.  

 
 11. In conclusion, the experience of DG shows the scope for innovation in extension systems to agri-

SMEs and smallholder farmers to be taken up as the core of the value proposition and business model of a 
social enterprise. It also shows the catalytic role that digital technologies can play in decentralizing the 
production and utilization of relevant information, as well as serving as entry point to reorganize the 
architecture of relationships among critical actors in the TA/extension realm. 
 
12. For any follow up questions Rikin is available at the following email address: 
rikin@digitalgreen.org.  
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