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Digital extension services such as farmers’ helpline centres are key to improving
access to agricultural information and complement the efforts of traditional
extension systems. This study examined barriers to accessing farmers’ helpline
services among smallholder farmers in Oyo State, Nigeria. Adopting a multi-stage
sampling procedure, a total of 148 smallholder farmers were sampled. Data were
collected from smallholder farmers using questionnaires. Descriptive analyses
showed that respondents were mostly male (75.6%), middle-aged (x=51.80£9.11
years), and quite experienced in farming (¥=12.58+4.03 years). Awareness of
helpline services was generally high, especially relating to accessibility
irrespective of location (86.7%) and free cost of services (84.4%), however
contact via information channels was limited, with prominent channels being
farmers’ associations (¥=0.90+0.60) and fellow farmers (¥=0.71+0.59). Majority
(62.2%) of farmers exhibited a favourable attitude towards helpline services,
while key barriers to access were inconsistency in the operation of the helpline
centre (¥=1.93%0.25), poor knowledge about the services of the centre
(x=1.86+0.45), and insufficient sensitisation of helpline services (¥=1.84+0.47).
Despite the high awareness and favourable attitude of the respondents towards
helpline services, institutional and knowledge-related barriers largely hindered
respondents’ access to helpline services. Therefore, consistency in service
delivery and intensified sensitisation via trusted information channels should be
ensured to enhance smallholder farmers’ effective access to helpline services.

Introduction

Agriculture is critical

to the economy of Access to requisite information across the

developing countries where a large portion of the
population relies on crop cultivation or rearing of
animals for sustenance. Globally, smallholder farmers
play a crucial role in agricultural development (Yuan et
al., 2024). In Nigeria, smallholder farmers produce the
bulk of food that are consumed domestically,
underscoring their pivotal role to national agricultural
development. However, poor access to agricultural
information needed to effectively guide decision-
making on the farm continues to limit the productivity
of smallholder farmers.

Corresponding author: Tel: +2348066683531
Email address: topeomirin@gmail.com, (T. I. Omirin)
1595 — 4153 Copyright © 2025 MJAR

agricultural value chain (i.e. production practices, use
of input, control of pests and diseases, variations in
weather, availability of market) is important to enhance
productivity, reduce risks, and improve the livelihood
of farmers. This consequently makes access to timely
agricultural information important to strengthen the
resilience of farmers and sustainability of agricultural
development (Food and Agricultural Organization,
2023), which is achievable through extension service
delivery.

Traditionally, agricultural extension services have
functioned as a means for disseminating knowledge
and technology from research institutions to farmers'
fields, thus playing a pivotal role in improving
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agricultural productivity and promoting sustainable
practices. Such transferred knowledge/technology
helps in the improvement of technical and managerial
capacities of farmers, as well as offer advisory support
geared towards increasing farm productivity and the
welfare of rural people (FAO, 2023). Providers of
extension services make an innovation known to farm
households, act as catalysts to the adoption rate and
also control change and attempt to prevent some
individuals in the system from discontinuing the
diffusion process (Gega, 2024). Despite these benefits,
conventional extension is hindered in its effective
delivery of services by inadequate number of
personnel, weak logistics and mobility, little
incentives, and poor institutional support (Ojo et al.,
2024). These challenges have hindered the effective
dissemination of agricultural information to farmers,
thereby requiring the need for a more accessible and
scalable alternative.

Advancements in Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) offer
possibilities for tackling some of the inadequacies
connected with traditional extension. The potency of
modern electronic technology can be harnessed to
disseminate information to farming communities
(Bashir etal., 2021). The provision of advisory services
in agriculture is progressively moving towards the use
of digital technologies which are capable of
simultaneously reaching larger farming communities at
lower costs. Digital extension advisory systems such as
radio, television, mobile phones, short message
services (SMS), interactive voice response (IVR),
video clips and so on can be optimized and complement
conventional extension for the delivery of agricultural
information and enhance farmers’ access to extension
services (FAO, 2023). Naveed (2021) identified

agricultural information dissemination service as
critical in the implementation of agricultural
information. Similarly, Mukherjee et al. (2025)

observed that ICT tools improve farmers’ access to
agricultural information and enable faster and more
efficient dissemination of information. Digital
extension systems are therefore important to support
the productivity of smallholder farmers, given their
capacity to reduce barriers in terms of geography and
make communication more efficient.

In an attempt to address improved dissemination

of agricultural information in Nigeria, the National
Farmers’ Helpline (NFHL) centre was established in
2017 by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture and Food
Security to strengthen the delivery of agricultural
extension services across the six geopolitical zones of
the country. The creation of the farmers’ helpline was
to complement traditional conventional extension
services, since traditional extension system which
involves physical contact of extension agents with
farmers is unable to satisfy the demands of farmers
(NAERLS, n.d.). The NFHL is an agricultural/ICT-
based call centre through which farmers are provided
with a variety of real-time agricultural information and
advisory services free of charge. The helpline operates
through the use of a mobile-based communication
systems e.g. via phone calls, Short Message Service
(SMS), and web-based platforms. WhatsApp
messaging and IVR are other examples of mobile-
based forms of communication. Advisory services are
currently available in English and major Nigerian
languages, including Hausa, Yoruba and Igbo, to
improve accessibility for farmers. The Helpline
operates Monday to Friday from 9:00 a.m. to 4:00 p.m.
Farmers can access a broad range of advisory services
guidance on crops, livestock, improved agronomic
practices, irrigation, weather information, markets, and
other information related to farming through the
helpline irrespective of their location.
Despite the relevance of digital agricultural extension
and advisory services, evidence indicate that access of
such services by farmers is not guaranteed by mere
awareness and  availability.  Socio-economic,
institutional, and infrastructural barriers often limit
their access. Research has acknowledged poor digital
literacy/skill, lack of trust, poor infrastructure/network,
affordability constraints, weak service provision, and
socio-cultural factors as major barriers limiting the
engagement of farmers with digital extension platforms
(FAO, 2023; Ajambo et al., 2024). This suggests that
even when farmers are aware of helpline services,
certain fundamental barriers may hinder their access to
such services.

Though majority of farmers now own mobile
phones, and agricultural information is increasingly
being disseminated through digital platforms, there is
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insufficient understanding of the challenges affecting
smallholder farmers’ access to agricultural helpline
services. While existing empirical evidence in Nigeria
has mainly concentrated on the dissemination of
agricultural information and adoption of ICT, there is
little specific focus as regards farmers’ helpline
services and the factors hindering their access. It
therefore becomes imperative to understand the
barriers hindering smallholder farmers’ access to
helpline services, as this would not only strengthen
agricultural extension and advisory service delivery but
also ensure that farmers derive full benefits from
investments made in digital extension platforms. In the
light of the above, this study examined the barriers to
accessing helpline services among smallholder farmers
in Oyo State.
Objectives of the study:
1. To assess smallholder farmers’
helpline services;
2. To identify smallholder farmers’ channels of
information on helpline services
3. To examine smallholder farmers’ attitude towards
helpline services;
4. To ascertain the barriers to smallholder farmers’
access of helpline services.

awareness of

Materials and Methods

Study area: This research was carried out in Oyo State,
Southwestern Nigeria. Oyo State is predominantly
agrarian, characterised by rainforest and derived
savannah vegetation. Farmers in the state cultivate
different types of crops such as cassava, maize, yam,
rice, plantain, vegetables, cocoa, oil palm. Livestock
production activities include poultry (chicken and
turkey), goats, sheep.

Sampling method and sample size: Smallholder
farmers, i.e. farmers who operate relatively small-sized
farms, typically less than two hectares, depend largely
on family labour, and often have limited access to
productive resources, markets, and support services,
constituted the study population. The study adopted a
multi-stage sampling procedure. The first stage the
purposive selection of two agricultural zones
(Ogbomoso and Ibarapa zones) due to their history of
participation in agricultural extension activities and
their active involvement in IAR&T outreach
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programmes. In the second stage, one Local
Government Area (LGA) was purposively selected
from each zone (Orire LGA from Ogbomoso zone and
Ibarapa East LGA from Ibarapa zone) based on the
presence of established agricultural outreach activities.
Subsequently, Oniyo community in Orire LGA and
Aborisade community in Ibarapa East LGA were
selected because they are among the Agricultural
Research Outreach Centres (AROC) or adopted
villages established by IAR&T, where farmers have
received extension support over the years. Thus,
farmers in the two selected communities constituted the
study population. In the final stage, 74 farmers were
randomly selected from each community, giving a total
sample size of 148 respondents. Data were collected
using a structured questionnaire.

Measurement of variables: The objectives were
operationalised as follows: Respondents’
characteristics (e.g. age, sex, education, farming
experience, phone ownership, ability to send SMS)
were measured at appropriate level, including nominal,
ordinal and interval levels. Awareness of helpline
services was measured using a two-point scale (yes =
1, no = 0) across eight services rendered by the NFHL.
Based on percentage scores, awareness was rated as
high (>50%) or low (<50%). Channels of information
on helpline services were measured using a three-point
scale (always = 2, occasional = 1, and not at all = 0)
across seven channels. Weighted mean scores less than
1 denoted less frequently used information channel,
while scores equal or greater than 1 denoted more
frequently used information channel. Measurement for
attitude towards helpline services was done using a
five-point Likert scale (strongly disagree = 1, disagree
= 2, undecided = 3, agree = 4, and strongly agree = 5
for negative items, while scale points were reversed for
positive items) across twelve statements revealing
attitude. The maximum obtainable score was 60, while
the minimum obtainable score was 12. The mean index
was generated (37.87+3.79) and used to categorise
respondents into favourable (> mean) and unfavourable
(< mean) attitude towards helpline services.
Additionally, barriers to access of helpline services
were measured using a three-point scale (serious
constraint = 2, mild constraint = 1, and not a constraint
= 0) across nine items. Weighted mean scores less than
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1 indicated less serious barrier, while more than 1
indicated serious barriers.
Data analysis: Data analysis (percentages, mean
scores and standard deviation) was done using Version
21 of the SPSS software.

Results and Discussion

Sample characteristics of smallholder farmers

Results Table 1 reveal the respondents were
middle-aged to older farmers, with most (71.1%) aged
between 41 — 60 years (x=51.80+9.11). Kansiime et al.
(2019) observed that older farmers usually manifest
less preference for mobile phone-based advisory
services due to low familiarity with emerging
technology. This may eventually pose a barrier to
helpline service access by farmers. Majority (75.6%) of
respondents were male, indicating a dominance of male
in farming activities. This echoes Ragasa et al. (2025)
who similarly  highlighted low  agricultural
participation of female across Africa. This suggests that
access to agricultural helpline services may translate to
more male access. Most of the farmers possessed a
level of formal education, with secondary (37.8%) and
tertiary (31.1%) education. This to a degree indicates a
literate population of farmers, which is expected to
enhance their understanding of helpline services.
Education enhances the ability of farmers to process
information, make informed decisions and adopt
technologies (Shitaye et al., 2025), which therefore
would reduce barriers to accessing helpline services.

Most (62.2%) of the respondents possessed a
substantial farming experience of (¥= 12.58+4.03
years). However, farmers who are more experienced
are often less receptive to adoption of new technologies
(Chowdhury et al., 2025). They depend more on their
accumulated knowledge which may negatively affect
their perceived need for helpline services. All
respondents (100%) owned mobile phones, with most
(91.1%) able to send SMS messages, signaling high
level of digital access and technological capacity. This
is favourable to the use of mobile-based helpline
services. Only 35.6% of respondents were members of
farmers’ association, whereas membership of farmers’
association can enhance the sharing of agricultural
information among farmers.

Awareness of services provided by the helpline
centre

Results in Table 2 broadly reveal that a substantial
proportion of respondents were aware (86.7%) that
smallholder farmers can submit enquiries from any
location and obtain responses without having to visit
the helpline centre physically (84.4%). These findings
imply that farmers recognise that the helpline service
system offers easy access and convenience to
information through the use of mobile phones. This is
particularly important in addressing the limitations
(e.g. distance, limited extension personnel, and high
operational costs) commonly associated with
conventional extension services. Shitaye et al. (2025)
similarly reported that mobile-enabled advisory
services enhance outreach to remote farmers and
reduce the need for physical interaction with extension
agents.

Regarding information and advisory functions of
the helpline centre, awareness was equally high. For
instance, there was also high awareness regarding the
establishment of the centre to improve the productivity
of farmers (84.4%), through provision of crop and
livestock information services (77.8%), while also
offering a wide range of information such as marketing
and weather updates (75.6%). This suggests that the
relevance and scope of services provided by the centre
are more or less known to farmers. Providing farmers
with diverse agricultural information help to strengthen
their ability to adopt new practices as well as their
adaptive capacity (Asnakew et al., 2026). With this
level of awareness farmers would be ready to connect
with helpline services to meet their different farming
needs.

Additionally, it was observed that 77.8% of the
respondents were aware that communication with
farmers can be done in local languages (e.g. Yoruba)
by the helpline centre. Hence, language should not pose
a barrier to farmers’ patronage of the centre. This aligns
with Hainzer et al. (2022), who opined that using local
languages in the delivery of extension services does not
only reduces communication barriers but also enhances
understanding of messages. Majority (84.4%) of the
farmers were aware that services are provided free of
charge by the helpline centre, suggesting that cost is not
likely to be a barrier to access of these services.
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Table 1: Sample characteristics of smallholder farmers

Variables Category % Mean
Age <40 8.9 51.80+9.11
41-50 37.8
51-60 33.3
>61 20.0
Sex Male 75.6
Female 24.4
Education No formal education 13.3
Primary 17.8
Secondary 37.8
Tertiary 31.1
Farming type Crop 22.2
Livestock 28.9
Both 48.9
Farming experience <10 17.8 12.58+4.03
11-15 62.2
16 - 20 20.0
Phone ownership No 0.0
Yes 100.0
Ability to send SMS No 8.9
Yes 91.1
Membership of farmers’ association No 64.4
Yes 35.6
Source: Field survey, 2025.
Table 2: Awareness of helpline centre services by smallholder farmers
Helpline services Aware
Accessibility and reach
Receipt of questions from farmers irrespective of farmers’ location 86.7
The helpline provides answers/solutions without requiring one to visit the centre physically 84.4
Location of one helpline centre in Southwest Nigeria 75.6
Information and advisory services
Services are provided to both crop and livestock farmers by the centre 77.8
A wide range of information (e.g. marketing, weather updates) is provided by the centre 75.6
The centre was established to assist famers improve their productivity. 84.4
Language and communication support
The centre located in the Southwest can respond to farmers in the local language (Yoruba) 77.8
Cost of service
Services are rendered free of charge to farmers by the centre 84.4

Source: Field survey, 2025
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Channels of information about helpline services
There was generally less information across all
channels regarding information provided by the
helpline as indicated in Table 3. Given that all the mean
score are less than 1, it infers that information about
helpline services were rarely received by farmers
through these channels. Relatively, farmers’
associations (x = 0.90+0.60) and fellow farmers (x =
0.71+0.59) were somewhat prominent channels of
information among the farmers. Farmer organizations
are known to promote the sharing of information,
decision-making, and technology adoption (Adjin,
2021). Also, Pathak and Patel (2022) identified fellow
farmers as an important channel of agricultural
information in farming communities. This suggests that

the high awareness previously observed regarding the
services provided by the helpline centre was acquired
through little but effective interactions mainly through
farmers’ associations and fellow farmers (peer
networks).

Given that farmers’ access to formal and digital
information channels is low as seen in the table, their
awareness about helpline services may be considered
merely basic as opposed to possessing adequate
knowledge of how, when, or why to effectively utilize
the services. Consequently, despite the high awareness,
the low flow of information through the available
channels may constitute a barrier to smallholder
farmers’ access of the services offered by the helpline
centre.

Table 3: Information channels for helpline services by smallholder farmers

Channels Mean SD
Institutional channels
ADPs/extension agents 0.23 0.42
Farmers’ association 0.90 0.60
Mass media channels
Radio 0.38 0.57
Television 0.20 0.50
Print media (pamphlets, posters, newspapers) 0.64 0.60
Interpersonal channels
Fellow farmers 0.71 0.59
Digital channels
Internet 0.31 0.51

Source: Field survey, 2025.

Attitude towards helpline services

Findings in Table 5 show that smallholder farmers
had favourable attitude (62.2%) towards helpline
services. It implies that most of the smallholder farmers
perceive helpline services to be important in the
delivery of agricultural information. As seen Table 4,
there was ample agreement that the helpline would
facilitate timely dissemination of information (77.8%),
complement poor extension services (73.3%), and
serve as a valuable source of agricultural information
and technology delivery mechanism/channel (57.8%).
This affirms that with limited contact between
smallholder farmers and extension agents, 1CT-based
advisory platforms significantly enhance the
timeliness, relevance, and accessibility of agricultural

information. Mukherjee et al. (2025) likewise found
that access to agricultural technologies which can result
in the improvement of farmers’ livelihoods can be
facilitated by I1CT-based extension systems. Positive
disposition about helpline services would not likely
constitute a serious barrier to access.

Conversely, the farmers expressed notable
concerns; three-quarters (75.6%) held the view that the
government may not be able to sustain the helpline
centre, just as more than half (55.6%) thought it may be
problematic to access the helpline centre, and that
adequate real-time information may not be provided
(57.8%). These aspects determine how efficiently,
reliably, and promptly helpline services respond to
farmers’ enquiries and challenges, thereby ensuring
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that digital advisory services effectively address
farmers’ information needs and support their decision-
making. Despite the overall favourable disposition
towards helpline services, operational effectiveness
and sustainability concerns could limit patronage of the
services.
Barriers to accessing of helpline services

As depicted in Table 6, prominent barriers
affecting farmers’ access to helpline services were
inconsistency in the operation of the centre (x =
1.93+0.25), inadequate knowledge about the services
of the centre (¥ = 1.86+0.45), and inadequate
sensitisation about the centre (x = 1.84+0.47). These
suggest that key barriers limiting farmers’ access of
helpline services relate more with institutional and
enlightenment, as opposed to technological issues. The
inconsistency in the operation of the centre reinforces a
previous finding in this study regarding farmers’ doubt
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as to the ability to sustain the running of the helpline
centre by government (Table 4, Statement 4), where
75.6% of the respondents agreed that the Federal
Government would not be able to sustain the farmers'
helpline centre. This can reduce the trust and
willingness of farmers to depend on the services
provided by the helpline centre. Whereas, the success
of digital agricultural interventions is reliant on
sustained delivery of services and adequate support to
promote uptake (FAO, 2023).

Inadequate knowledge about the services of the
helpline centre might have occurred due to inadequate
sensitisation  during the commencement or
establishment of the centre. Accordingly, farmers
understanding of the operation of the helpline centre
and the potential benefits would be limited by
inadequate knowledge.

Table 4: Attitude of smallholder farmers towards helpline services

Statements

SA A U D SD

Farmers’ helpline centre will facilitate timely information

dissemination to farmers

89 778 6.7 22 44

Farmers’ helpline centre will not be of benefit to farmers 44 311 200 6.7 378
Farmers’ helpline centre will not serve the interest of farmers 89 356 267 44 244
Federal Government will not be able to sustain farmers helpline

centre in Southwest Nigeria 133 756 67 00 44
Farmers’ helpline centre will complement poor extension service 22 733 156 0.0 89
The use of indigenous language in the Southwest (Yoruba) will make

farmers helpline centre attractive to the farmers 44 622 133 00 0.0
Both crop and livestock farmers would benefit from farmers helpline

centre 6.7 699 178 00 6.7
Farmers’ helpline centre will be a veritable source of agricultural

information and technology delivery mechanism/channel 44 578 267 00 111
Accessing farmers helpline centre will be a problem to farmers 156 556 200 00 89
Farmers’ helpline centre is a positive development in the history of

agriculture in Southwest Nigeria 44 66.7 222 00 6.7
Farmers’ helpline will be a waste of time for farmers 6.7 46.7 111 44 311
Farmers’ helpline will not enable farmers to receive adequate

information in real time 6.7 578 67 00 289

Source: Field survey, 2025.
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Table 5: Categorisation of smallholder farmers’ attitude towards helpline services

Attitude category Percentage Mean SD
Favourable (37 — 48) 62.2 37.87 3.79
Unfavourable (26 — 36) 37.8

Source: Field survey, 2025.

Table 6: Barriers to smallholder farmers’ access to helpline services

Barriers Mean SD
High cost of call credits/call units 1.00 0.68
Illiteracy /Low level of education of smallholder farmers 0.68 0.55
Insufficient sensitisation of smallholders on helpline services 1.84 0.47
Inadequate access to telephone by farmers 1.04 0.52
Inadequate access to electricity for charging phones 0.84 0.36
Lack of trust in the helpline service as an extension agency 0.91 0.59
Inadequate access to physical extension personnel 0.68 0.63
Inadequate knowledge of the services of the helpline centre 1.86 0.45
Inconsistency in the operation of the centre 1.93 0.25

Source: Field survey, 2025.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Smallholder farmers’ utilization of helpline
services in Oyo State, Nigeria is primarily limited by
institutional and awareness/enlightenment barriers as
opposed to technological issues. Inconsistency in the
delivery of services, inadequate sensitisation, and poor
knowledge were identified as the critical barriers
affecting helpline services, which collectively reduced
the trust and effective engagement of smallholder
farmers with the helpline centre. The high awareness
and favourable attitude of smallholder farmers towards
helpline services did not engender optimal access due
to limited contact via information channels, along with
concerns about sustainability of the helpline centre. It
is therefore recommended that consistent and reliable
service delivery be prioritised by policy makers and
relevant government agencies. Furthermore, trusted
information channels such as farmers’ associations and
peer networks should be harnessed to facilitate
continuous sensitisation efforts.
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