


Social Status as a Determinant of Farmers’ Access to Agricultural Information Chuka Sub-County, Kenya: A Case Study



ABSTRACT Aim: The study was intended to generate information that would clarify the likelihood of farmers in Chuka Sub-County to access agricultural information based on their social status. 
Study Design: Using correlational research design, data was collected through an expert-reviewed semi-structured questionnaire.  
Place and Duration of study: Chuka Sub-county and was conducted between April and May, 2024. 
Methodology:  The study involved a sample of 377 farmers. Out of the 377 farmers who participated in the research, 197 were male (52.0%), and 180 were female (48%).  The collected data were analyzed quantitatively using descriptive statistics and multiple linear regression via SPSS. 
Results: The study revealed that most respondents were of average social status. This is because 53.2% had either secondary or college education and 50.6% owned between 3.0 and 6.9 acres. The social status of the farmer (educational level, farm size, and farm income) had a significant association with access to agricultural information, F (3, 373) = 9.81, p = 0.05, R2 = 0.07. 
Conclusion: Social status predicted access to agricultural information. The social statuses of the farmers in the sub-county were generally low as indicated by farm size and income. Farmers are thus encouraged to improve their social status through land registration, diversifying income sources, adult education, and acquiring agricultural funds
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1. INTRODUCTION
Access to agricultural information is essential if current global problems related to food insecurity and climate change are to be addressed. Adequate access to agricultural information is a critical factor in agricultural development not only in Kenya but worldwide (Caracciolo & Keizer 2015). The economic basis for accessing agricultural information is to help farmers in managing risks and uncertainties concerning agricultural production and economics (Parmar et al., 2019). Adequate access to agricultural information enables farmers to effectively analyze and adopt agricultural technologies at the farm level by exposing them to new technologies and educating them about the best farming and management practices (Wossen et al., 2017). 

Access to information agricultural information varies from one nation to another. Farmers in developed nations have greater access to quality and diverse sources of agricultural information compared to developing countries. The United States largely shares agricultural information with farmers through an expansive cooperative extension system operated by the land-grant universities (Wanyama et al.,2016). In China, technology has eased access to information, knowledge, and skills, enabling farmers to improve their income and economic situation by adopting better agricultural practices (Zhang, et al., 2016). Farmers in India chiefly source agricultural information from private agencies especially input dealers, traditional mass media channels, and the public extension system (Sahu, et al., 2024). 

Africa is characterized by inadequate agricultural information access that has greatly deterred agricultural advancement. Although agricultural research institutions and universities continue to generate new agricultural information, most of it is not adequately disseminated to farmers especially the resource-poor (Kelly, et.al., 2020). In South Africa, the quality of agricultural extension services is still a challenge (Wale & Mkuna, 2023). Besides the crucial role of access to agricultural extension services, many small-scale farmers in Ghana have inadequate access to these services (Anang & Asante, 2020). Farmers in Kenya continuously gather agricultural information relating to emerging technologies and practices through multiple sources such as input dealers, research stations, agricultural agents, and a wide range of information and communications technologies (Odongo, 2014).

Many farmers in Chuka Sub-County rely upon the national and county government agricultural officers as the main source of agricultural information.  However, access to sufficient information is likely to be affected by the social status of an individual farmer.  The social status elements that had been hypothesized to influence access to information included income, farm size, farmer’s age, and education level (Yaseen et al., 2016). The effect of social status on access to agricultural information has not been comprehensively documented (Muema, 2018). The few studies that have been undertaken focused on the influence of household income (Njeru, 2016), education (Muema, 2018), and land size (Parmar et al., 2019) on access to agricultural information. None of the studies examined the likely influence of a combination of the social status elements on access to information. Moreover, very little literature exists to demonstrate the contribution of each of these elements towards adequate access to information. Therefore, this research was intended to; 
i. Describe the social statuses of farmers in the sub-county
ii. Determine the likelihood of social status to influence access to agricultural information among farmers. 

2. METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Hlk179110260]This research was conducted in Chuka Sub-County in Tharaka Nithi County, Kenya. A descriptive correlational research design was utilized as a guide in data collection and analysis. The population of the study comprised 22,500 farmers from the sub-county. Out of the total population, a sample of 377 farmers was engaged in the research as recommended by Krejcie and Morgan (1970). The sample was selected using stratified random sampling from the three wards of the sub-county namely Mugwe (n = 93), Karingani (n = 129), and Magumoni (n = 155). A semi-structured questionnaire was used to collect data from the respondents using five-point Likert-type items. Out of the 377 farmers who participated in the research, 197 were male (52.0%), and 180 were female (48%). Before the use of the instrument in actual data gathering, a pilot study was undertaken in Chogoria Ward involving 15 farmers. The instrument was validated by agricultural and extension education experts and peers before its use. The research instrument reliability was computed using Cronbach’s alpha. The coefficients of the study variables were as follows; education (α) = 0.69, farm size (α) = 0.63, and farm income (α) = 0.72.  

The collected data were analyzed quantitatively using the Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS). Multiple linear regression was used to analyze relationships between the selected study variables. Specifically, it was used to determine the amount of variation accounted for by farm size, income, and farmer’s education on access to agricultural information. Prior to the use of multiple regression, diagnostic tests were conducted to check the assumptions. The normality assumption was evaluated by examining the skewness and kurtosis and it was met. Collinearity diagnostics were also performed to check the assumption that no perfect multicollinearity exists. The Variance Inflation Factors (VIFs) and Tolerance values indicated that the assumption had been met. The scatterplots showed that the assumption of linearity had not been violated.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
This research hypothesized that social status based on the educational level of the farmer, farm size, and farm income is likely to influence access to agricultural information significantly.  The study analyzed each of the selected social status elements as shown below. 
3.1 Farmers’ Level of Education 
An analysis of the farmer's levels of education showed that most respondents (98.6%) had formal education. Approximately 2% of the farmers had no formal education, 14.6% had primary education, 27.1% had secondary education, 26.1% had a college education, and 30.2% university education. More than half of the respondents (n = 214, 56.7%) had college and university education. The result showed that many of the farmers in the sub-county were well-educated. This may be due to the realization of the importance of education in addressing the problems encountered in agriculture and life in general. As a result of lack of adequate white-collar employment opportunities, a significant number of university graduates have turned to agriculture as a source of livelihood. This explains why the percentage of farmers with university education (30.2%) was higher than the other categories.  It is also worth noting that even some of those who are employed are participating in agricultural production as an additional source of income.
3.2 Farm Size
The study also sought to describe the distribution of farmers based on their farm size. The results showed that the majority of the farmers (37.4%) had farm sizes ranging from 0.0 to 2.9 acres. About 27% owned between 3.0 and 4.9 acres and 23.6% of the farmers owned between 5.0 and 6.9 acres. Very few farmers (12%) owned more than 7 acres.  The results implied that many of the farmers (64%) owned less than five acres a finding that confirms the Mekouar, (2015) report that the average size of a smallholder farm in Kenya was 0.47 hectares. The small size of farms may have been attributed to land subdivision, and population growth among other factors. 
The study found that many of the farmers some of whom owned large-sized farms had subdivided them against their sons. It was reported by the respondents that the culture of the Ameru people demands that the sons be given land by the parents as soon as they get to adulthood. The respondent pointed out that the more the number of children a family had, the smaller the size of land each son or daughter would inherit from their parents. Some people especially those living on the outskirts of urban areas subdivided the land into small plots immediately after inheritance for sale. The findings are in line with those of Muyanga & Jayne (2014) that population growth and urbanization are the top drivers of a steady fall in the average farm size in Kenya. 
3.3 Farm Income 
[bookmark: _Hlk144903600]An assessment of the respondent's income levels indicated that many of the farmers (n = 154, 40.8%) generated an off-farm less than Kshs 25, 000 and on-farm income (n = 182, 48.3%) of a similar amount annually. This implied that many of the farmers in the sub-county were producing crops and rearing livestock for subsistence. The low levels of on-farm income may have been brought about by low productivity and the desire to cater to the family's needs. Many of the smallholder farmers sold a part of their production immediately after harvest when prices were at their lowest level. This was due to the desire to meet the immediate needs of their families. For instance, the harvest period coincides with the beginning of the school year and some farmers sell their farm produce to pay for their children's school fees, books, and uniforms.  
The low levels of off-farm income showed that most of the farmers in the sub-county were not entrepreneurial and therefore, they had not embraced farming and other agricultural-related enterprises as business entities or opportunities to make money. This may have been attributed to the fact that many of the smallholders lack the skills and resources required to engage in commercialized agricultural activities as observed by Tabu et al., (2017). The findings are in agreement with those of Mekouar, (2015) that the changes in markets, technologies, economies of scale, and storage needs make smallholders unprofitable thus outweighing the advantages of small farms in productivity per hectare. Very few farmers reported more than Kshs 100,000 annually through both on- (n = 30, 8.0%) and off-farm (n = 43, 11.4%) income-generating activities. 
3.4 Social Status 
Objective one sought to describe the statuses of the farmers in the sub-county. The study found that most farmers were ranked high with regards to the level of education as more than half of the respondents (n = 214, 56.7%) had college and university education. Many of the farmers were of low status as many of them (n = 243, 64.4%) owned less than 5 acres. Some people especially those living on the outskirts of urban areas subdivide the land into small plots immediately after inheritance for sale. The findings align with those of Muyanga & Jayne (2014) that population growth and urbanization are the top drivers of a steady fall in the average farm size in Kenya. 
The results further indicated that a majority of the farmers generated less than Kshs 50,000 annually. This implied that many of the farmers were low-income earners. The low levels of farm income showed that most of the farmers in the sub-county were not entrepreneurial and therefore, they have not embraced farming and other agricultural-related enterprises as business entities or opportunities to make money. This may be attributed to the fact that many of the smallholders lack the skills and resources required to engage in commercialized agricultural activities as observed by Tabu et al. (2017). The findings are in agreement with those of Mekouar, (2015) that the changes in markets, technologies, economies of scale, and storage needs make smallholders unprofitable thus outweighing the advantages of small farms in productivity per hectare. Based on the findings, it is clear that many of the farmers were of low social status based on farm size and income.
3.5 Social Status and Access to Agricultural Information
Objective two sought to determine the association between farmer social status and access to agricultural information. This study hypothesized that the social status of the farmer is defined by three main factors income, farm size, and education. Multiple linear regression was used to determine if there was a significant relationship between social status (income, farm size, and education) and access to agricultural information. 
Table 1: Regression Analysis for Social Status and Access to Agricultural Information (N = 377)
	Predictors
	B
	SE B
	Β
	t
	P

	
	(Constant)
	20.76
	3.17
	-
	6.56
	0.00

	
	Education level
	0.33
	0.08
	0.20
	3.94
	0.00

	
	Farm size
	0.13
	0.14
	0.06
	0.94
	0.35

	
	Farm income
	0.30
	0.15
	0.12
	1.96
	0.05


Note: a = 1= strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neutral, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly agree; b = 1 = never, 2 = rarely, 3 = occasionally, 4 = frequently, 5 = always; F (3, 373) = 9.81, p = 0.01, R2 = 0.07, R2 Adjusted = 0.06, p = 0.05

As shown in Table 1, education level had a significant positive relationship with access to agricultural information (β = 0.20, p < 0.05). This indicates that higher levels of education were associated with better access to agricultural information. The coefficient (B) of 0.33 suggests that for each unit increase in education level, there was a corresponding increase in the access to agricultural information by 0.33 units. Farmers with high levels of education are more exposed to more sources of information than those with lower levels. This is due to a broader knowledge base. These farmers possess skills to establish information networks, search for information from diverse sources, and share it among themselves. The findings are in line with those of Murage et al. (2015) which showed that access to agricultural information was dependent on the farmer's education among other factors, that builds up the capacity of the farmer to use diverse methods to access agricultural information.
Farm size did not correlate significantly with access to agricultural information (β = 0.06, p = 0.35). The non-significant coefficient of 0.13 implies that farm size had a negligible effect on access to agricultural information. This may have resulted from the fact that the size of the farm does not signify the agricultural development. Some of the large-scale farms were dormant with very few active enterprises. This made the owners passive information seekers. A majority of the small-scale farms had a variety of enterprises that drove the need to seek information. This is because farmers need various kinds of information from different sources to improve existing practices and adopt new technologies to enhance the farm’s yield and income. This may be attributed to the fact that agricultural extension services are the dominant method of public-sector support towards agricultural knowledge and innovation sharing in most rural areas and especially to smallholder farmers. Regarding farm income, the regression analysis results indicated a significant positive relationship with access to agricultural information (β = 0.12, p = 0.05). This suggests that higher farm income was associated with slightly better access to agricultural information. The coefficient of 0.30 indicates that for every unit increase in farm income, there was an increase in access to agricultural information by 0.30 units.
Overall, the social status of the farmer (educational level, farm size, and farm income) had a significant relationship with access to agricultural information, F (3, 373) = 9.81, p < 0.05, R2 = 0.07. This indicated that educational level, farm size, and income collectively accounted for 7% of the variability in access to agricultural information among farmers (R2 = 0.07). 
Among the three independent variables, education level was the most important factor in determining the level of access to agricultural information. Education is the gateway to unlocking the vast scope of information accessible through phones, computers, and the internet. With knowledge comes the ability to navigate these technologies effectively, empowering farmers to seek, understand, and utilize information to improve farm productivity. Education fosters digital literacy, enabling farmers to grasp the potential of these tools (phones, computers, and the internet) and make informed decisions. The findings supported the idea that education is critical in enhancing farmers' access to information, which is crucial for improving their agricultural practices, increasing productivity, and, ultimately, their income (Zhang et al., 2016; Yokamo, 2020).
4. CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 
The social statuses of the farmers in the sub-county were generally low as indicated by farm size and income. However, many of the farmers had formal schooling and they had completed tertiary education. The level of access to information was significantly associated with the farmer’s social status. It emerged that the social statuses of the farmers were highly likely to influence access to adequate agricultural information. Education level was significantly and positively correlated with access to agricultural information. Therefore, there is need for the county government to widen the coverage of adult education programs to reach all those without formal education. This will raise the literacy levels of the farmers and thus enhance their capabilities to access agricultural information. There is also a need to expand the coverage of extension services by reducing the farmer/staff ratio and also providing agents with the needed resources to efficiently execute their duties.  Most farmers without formal education relied on traditional sources such as television, radio, extension agents, relatives, and friends. The income level and farm size of the farmers were not significantly related to access to adequate information although the relationship was positive. Therefore, there is need for farmers to diversify their on- and off-farm enterprises to generate more income that could help them afford extension services.
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