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Abstract

This paper contains some initial positive results of farmer surveys assessing lifestyle, economic, 
and social effects from the application of the model in one case study site—Salman, Ampatuan, 
Maguindanao.  These are interim results rather than final as the project is ongoing within an action 
research framework.  The paper merely aims to describe changes that are occurring in the spirit of 
making a preliminary judgement about the impact of applying the LIFE extension model that was 
described in Vock et al. (this issue).  If the impact would be found to be negligible or negative, a total 
rethink of the model would be required.  It is not a “final” assessment of the whole project, or even a 
final assessment of impacts at that particular site. The assessment involved primary data collection 
through personal farmer interviews. This paper combines economic and sociological parameters.  This 
continues a theme of the project which is to maintain a joint socioeconomic perspective whenever 
possible.  Economic impacts from applying the extension model were found to be positive, and these 
translated strongly into lifestyle changes with respect to matters such as health, education, food, and 
shelter.
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Introduction

The Livelihood Improvement through Facilitated 
Extension or LIFE is an innovative agricultural 
extension model that is being pilot-tested in 
conflict-vulnerable areas in Mindanao. Here 
preliminary changes in farmer well-being are 
assessed at one case study site as a result of the 
application of the LIFE model referenced in Vock 
et al. (this issue). Well-being here is regarded 
as encompassing both economic and social 
dimensions of impact.  The assessment is not 
“final” in that new and refined activities at the site 
are still unfolding.  The reason for undertaking the 
assessment is to check that some positive economic 
and social outcomes are being achieved and that 
some of those have translated into positive changes 
in basic household needs for the participants. If 
this is not the case, a rethink of the whole exercise 
would be required.  

Materials and Methods

Project Site

In selecting and identifying the project site, 
four key criteria were used as guide: (1) the 
site must be within a “conflict affected zone” 
set back by poverty, reduced access to services, 
and dislocation; (2) the site must possess some 

potential for improvement in agricultural 
extension methods and associated agricultural 
livelihoods at the local level; (3) the area has 
potential for geographic expansion (scaling-up) 
of the improved agricultural extension methods; 
and (4) safety and security must be ensured for 
the project staff (Vock, Carusos, and Espera 2014).

The case study site is located in Sitio Ugapok, 
Barangay Salman, Ampatuan, Maguindanao, 
wherein members of the Salman Farmers 
Association (SAFA) were the project participants 
and beneficiaries. A series of trainings in vegetable 
production, consultations and collaboration 
among farmers, and collaboration with local 
facilitators and various institutional partners 
successfully culminated in September 2017. 

Data Collection

The team employed a case study approach 
using primary data collection through personal 
interviews for livelihood (twelve participants) 
and social (seven participants) randomly 
selected SAFA members. In other words, farmers 
themselves were the assessors of project impact. 
Farmers’ assessment was seen as desirable and 
important, especially since the overall project 
of which this assessment is a part of within the 
context of a broader action research paradigm (see 
Puerto et al., this issue).

The livelihood assessment survey 
questionnaire was split into three sections 
(1) farmers’ characteristics; (2) average monthly 
income and savings before and during the project; 
and (3) changes in household expenditures before 
and during the project, categorized into three 
levels—insufficient, sufficient, or more than 
sufficient (by their own definition). The social 
assessment survey was conducted in October 2017 
and documented narratives of SAFA members. 
Data was gathered through informal interviews 
between researchers and farmers and aimed to 
uncover what the project meant for participating 
farmers in terms of benefits, challenges, identity, 
and well-being.  The informal nature of the 
interview encouraged reflective responses from the 
farmer interviewees. The respondents were asked 
open-ended questions, then flexible follow-up 
questions depending on their response.
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Data Analysis

A simple directional analysis was used to assess 
the changes in beneficiaries’ monthly income and 
savings (higher or lower). A similar analysis was 
undertaken in relation to their capacity to satisfy 
their household needs before and during the 
livelihood project (i.e., insufficient, sufficient, or 
more than sufficient). 

Data relies on farmers’ opinion and recall 
as has been the case with many smallholder 
agricultural situations (e.g., Reij and Waters-Bayer 
2001). In regard to the social narrative analysis 
interview, transcripts were uploaded onto QSR 
International’s NVivo software, which structures 
the data and allows refinement, notations, and 
connections. The interview transcripts were coded 
and allocated categories and then resynthesized 
to produce an analysis of informant narratives. 
Miles, Huberman, and Saldaña (2014) advise that 
this form of coding is appropriate for all qualitative 
studies, but particularly for studies that prioritize 
and honor the participants’ voice. 

Results and Discussion

Livelihood Analysis

Farmer’s characteristics. Salman Farmers 
Association (SAFA) has approximately fifty 
members participating in the project. The team was 
able to interview twelve active vegetable growers 
in Barangay Salman, Ampatuan, Maguindanao. 
Out of those participants interviewed, nine 
were male and three were female. Except for one 
widowed participants, all others were married. 
In terms of educational attainment, eight of the 
participants reached  or completed elementary 
level of education, three reached high school, and  
one took a vocational course. The average age of 
the participants is thirty-eight years old, with the 
youngest being twenty-two and the oldest seventy-
two years old.

Monthly income and savings (before and during 
project). Corn production was the farmers’ main 
agricultural activity before they participated in 
the project. Enhancing the incomes of farmer 
beneficiaries through livelihood improvement 
is the ultimate aim of the LIFE model in the 
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FIGURE 1   Location of Salman, Maguindanao, Mindanao Island, Southern Philippines
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context of conflict-vulnerable areas as described 
in Menz et al. (2017). The researchers took note 
of the participants’ monthly income before the 
project and during the project, as well as their 
monthly savings, to quantify the changes they have 
experienced.

Results showed that on average, the monthly 
income of SAFA members increased from 
PhP 4,075 to PhP 7,283—or a 78% increase—
after participating in vegetable production as a 
result of project extension activities. Likewise, 
average monthly savings increased from PhP 58 
to PhP 1,637. Before the project, some farmers 
had zero savings because all of their income was 
allocated for paying debt/loan incurred from corn 
production. However, changes occurred when 
they started selling vegetables like squash, snow 
cabbage, onion, eggplant, pepper, bitter gourd, 
string beans, and tomatoes. Their monthly income 
increased, and they were able to pay their debt/
loans and save money for future and other use 
(Table 1).   

Changes from participating in the project. Meeting 
everyday needs such as food, clothing, health 
care, transportation, communication, children’s 
education, and agricultural input (seeds, fertilizer) 
is difficult for families earning an average monthly 
income of PhP 4,000. Many have no choice but 
to get loans/credits to sustain their daily needs. 
Additional expenses often necessary include 
house construction, house improvement, start-up 
for business, and contingency in case of extreme 
events.

Since joining the project, most participants 
have significantly higher expenditure in many 
important aspects affecting their lives (i.e., 100% 
were spending more money on food, 67% on 
health care and children’s education, and 83% 
on transportation) (Table 2). More investment 
in agricultural input and more expenditure on 
contingencies were also notably mentioned by 
some farmers. However, there was no significant 
change to purchases of land and other properties 
since these parameters tend to be influenced by 
non-economic factors.

Another way of examining people’s well-being 
situation is to look at the insufficiency/sufficiency 
levels before and after (during) the project. Most 

items have changed positively from insufficient 
levels (before project) to sufficient (during project) 
(Table 3). Some of these changes are quite radical 
in that 100% of the participants have indicated that 
their needs are being met sufficiently, or more than 
sufficiently, in the key categories of food, clothing, 
and health care. All participants maintained that 
these changes occurred specifically as a result of 
their participation in the project.

The following is a summary of key livelihood 
changes from participation in the project:

•	 Food. Seven out of twelve participants said 
that participating in vegetable production 
has helped them to have a sufficient source of 
food, allowing them to eat more than three 
times a day.

•	 Clothes. Half (50%) of the participants 
described that before the project, buying 
clothes, even in ukay-ukay (thrift store) 
was costly and hard due to lack of money. 
However, after participating in vegetable 
production and having extra income every 
month, buying new clothes is now easier.

•	 Health care. Seven out of twelve participants 
could not afford to buy medicines before, 
making them very dependent on the 
Barangay Health Office’s medical supply. But 
now, buying medicines when needed is easier 
because they have extra income from their 
vegetable production.

•	 Transportation. Sitio Ugapok in Barangay 
Salman is less accessible compared to other 
places as described by SAFA members. 
Hence, transportation is hard and costly. 
However, having extra income from vegetable 
production, five out of twelve farmers have 
purchased their own motorcycle to use as 
habal-habal (motorcycle service) for other 
people. The increasing number of motorcycles 
in their sitio (zone) makes transportation 
easier and more readily available.

•	 Communication. The mobile phone is 
considered a necessity nowadays for easy 
and faster communication. Though most 
households have at least one basic phone, 
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TABLE 1    Mean monthly income and savings (PhP) of selected Salman Farmers’ Association members
Variable Mean SD Min Max
Before project income 4075 3935 1000 15,000
During project income 7283 5180 2000 18,000
Before project savings 58 150 0 500
During project savings 1637 1356 350 5000

TABLE 2   Changes in expenditure on basic needs arising from project involvement (in %)
Variable Higher Lower No change n/a Total
Food 100 0 0 0 100
Cloth 92 8 0 0 100
Health 67 25 8 0 100
Transportation 83 17 0 0 100
Communication 67 17 8 8 100
Children’s education 67 0 0 33 100
Purchase of land 25 0 0 75 100
Purchase of assets 33 0 0 67 100
House construction 42 0 0 58 100
House improvement 92 0 0 8 100
Start-up for business 50 0 17 33 100
Agricultural inputs 92 8 0 0 100
Contingency in extreme events 34 8 8 50 100

TABLE 3   Level of sufficiency in meeting household needs, before and during the extension 
model application

Item
Before project (%) During project (%)

<S S >S n/a <S S >S n/a
Food   83 17 - - - 75 25 -
Cloth   75 25 - - - 75 25 -
Health   75 25 - - - 92  8 -
Transportation   83 17 - - - 75 25 -
Communication   58 33 -   8 - 67 25   8
Education   67 - - 33 - 67   8 25
Land   25 - - 75 - 25 - 75
Asset   33 - - 67 - 33 - 67
Construction   42 - - 58 - 42 - 58
Improvement   92 - -   8 - 92 -   8
Business   67 - - 33 - 50 17 33
Inputs 100 - - - 8 67 25 -
Extreme events   50 - - 50 8 33   8 50
NOTE: <S: less than sufficient; S = sufficient; >S = more than sufficient; n/a = not applicable
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having an extra income from vegetable 
production allows them to purchase an extra 
phone for their children. Three out of twelve 
farmers shared that they have purchased an 
android phone and tablet, relatively expensive 
compared to a basic phone, because of their 
extra income from vegetable production.

•	 Children’s education. Tuition fees in public 
schools are free. However, school materials, 
transportation, and allowance needed by 
children to attend classes are costly for 
families, especially those with two or three 
school-age children. Having an extra income 
from vegetable production every month, 
buying school materials and budgeting for 
transportation and allowance is now easier, 
so parents are able to send their children to 
school.

•	 House construction and home improvement. 
Three out of twelve farmers were able to shift 
from nipa house to one of concrete while 
another three improved their house from 
small to medium size. Likewise, one farmer 
was able to add a second floor, while the 
rest were able to improve their flooring and 
roofing. These changes were made possible 
specifically because of their income selling 
vegetables.

•	 Start-up business. As mentioned, some 
beneficiaries have purchased motorcycles 
that they use as habal-habal (service 
transportation), charging PhP 50 per ride. 
Three farmers have started a sari-sari store 
(mini store) while one farmer was able to 
purchase a cow and a carabao for livestock 
raising. These changes were made possible 
specifically because of their income selling 
vegetables.

•	 Agricultural input. Corn production is costly 
and labor intensive as described by all the 
farmers interviewed. Their existing financial 
resources prior to the project were not 
sufficient, pushing them into higher debt/
loans while getting zero to minimal return. 
However, learning vegetable production 
through training and demos by their field 

facilitators taught them that vegetable 
production gives high return with cheaper 
material and production cost in comparison 
to corn. 

  At group level, SAFA accomplished many 
things and showed positive changes during 
their participation in the project: community 
engagement with local government units, 
construction of new session hall (Figure 2A), 
hands-on training (soil sterilization, land 
preparation, plastic mulch installation, seed 
sowing, and soil sampling and analysis), field 
exposure with different farms, establishment 
of their demo farm, harvesting (Figure 2B), 
and market exposure.

  There are many examples of assessments 
of the livelihood impacts of community-based 
development (e.g., Harris et al. 2003). An 
extensive literature review of these is available 
elsewhere (Mansuri and Rao 2003). However, 
there has been a dearth of analyses specifically 
related to the benefits of agricultural extension 
using data that isolates the consequences of 
extension from other variables.

Social Analysis 

The first survey question explored with farmers 
was why they became involved with the project. 
Most respondents spoke about wanting to change 
their lives for the better. The responses reflect a 
sense of hope, optimism, and commitment and as 
one respondent emphasized, “We want to change 
our lives.”

Another respondent reflected that there had 
been a previous community group, but it was not 
active as it lacked guidance. This highlights that 
building leadership, networks, and social capital 
is very important for group continuity postproject.

When describing their expectations from 
project participation, one respondent noted, “We 
just took a chance, hoping that it would be able 
to help us.” The notion of hope and hopelessness 
greatly affects well-being. Hopelessness can be 
defined as negative expectations about one’s future, 
coupled with a perceived inability to change these 
expectations (helplessness) and/or to achieve 
valued outcomes (Berry et al. 2011).
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When asked if the project had met their 
expectations, and in what way, the responses were 
a unanimous yes, and the respondents described 
change in terms of increased production and 
income and a positive outlook. 

Prior to the project, farmers did not produce 
enough corn to last their household a full year. 
Furthermore, they sold corn postharvest when 
market prices were low and debt repayments 
were due. The farmers could not afford to buy 
food during the subsequent lean months when 
crop prices were typically higher. The cyclical 
pattern of reduced food availability and access are 
the most common form of food insecurity and is 
described as seasonal hunger (Bacon et al. 2014). 
This cycle of borrowing left the Salman farmers 
with a burden of debt that seriously undermined 
their livelihoods and increased both poverty and 
hunger.

The extension program on vegetables has 
provided ongoing income as different vegetables 
are harvested throughout the year. One farmer 
reflected, “I used to be buried in debt before, but 
not anymore.” Another noted, “We no longer incur 
debt as we get the amount we need for fertilizer for 
our corn from the income from our vegetables.” 
The vegetable enterprise has enabled farmers to 
expand to other enterprises. One participant 
shared, “We also have a sari-sari store and a cell 
phone loading station, so we are slowly saving our 
money.”

The investment into farm knowledge and 
skills are paying dividends as farmers put into 
practice what they have learned: “We make sure 
that long before the fruiting plant dies, we already 
have another one lined up.” Another farmer 
observed, “Vegetable production is more fun and 
enjoyable [than growing corn].”

Importantly, the project was able to address 
unforeseen circumstances: “There was six months 
of drought. It was the first time we planted 
vegetables, and it failed because of the drought. 
So we asked for help again, and we were provided 
seeds such as ampalaya [bitter gourd]. That was 
how we started.”

In reflecting on any disadvantages with 
participating in the project, respondents only 
noted that they “became busy.”

In considering why they encouraged SAFA 
members to participate in the project, group 
leaders offered three reasons: (1) to learn more 
about farm technology, (2) to increase the group’s 
income, and (3) to stand on our own feet and not 
depend on financiers. Moreover, group leaders 
described the need to develop and strengthen the 
groups’ governance arrangements and networks. 
This included registering Salman Farmers 
Association (SAFA) as an association with the 
Department of Labor and Employment. The 
registration process required evidence of effective 
group structure and governance arrangements, 
and approval enabled access to government 
programs and those offered by other institutions.

FIGURE 2   Accoplishments of the Salman Farmers Association (SAFA): (A) construction of session hall; and (B) 
harvest of vegetables by members
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The Salman group has also established and 
administers a credit scheme for their members. 
The loan scheme offers lower interest rates 
(compared to other lines of available credit) and 
can be adjusted in such a way that repayment is 
made as income allows. Additionally, loans are 
made available as risk management strategies: 
“We have set aside money to lend to members for 
emergency such as accident and death,” and for 
social activities such as weddings.

The Salman group profile has also grown as 
members are invited to attend activities outside 
their immediate community. Respondents 
noted that they were invited to join in social 
activities—for example, the municipal anniversary 
(i.e., parades)—and co-learning training such 
as seminars in financial management. The 
respondents noted that these activities have been 
important as they helped promote, share, and 
celebrate the group’s successes and raise their 
profile with municipalities, communities, agencies, 
and others.

The farmer respondents also noted that their 
networks have considerably widened through 
others visiting the Salman group farms and 
contact and activities by group members outside 
their barangay (village). These expanded networks 
are diverse and cover technicians and extension 
officers; marketplace buyers and traders; local 
government officers; and investors and other 
barangay members. Wider networks have created 
opportunities for SAFA group members; for 
example, the group has accessed the Philippine 
Coconut Authority’s program, in particular the 
Kaanib Enterprise Development Project (KEDP) 
for coffee and coconut. The KEDP is a project that 
aims to reduce poverty and empower the poor and 
the vulnerable through coconut-based enterprises.

SAFA activities have also been promoted 
on social media. “They posted our pictures on 
Facebook.” As their profile increases, Salman 
members have been visited by other farmers and 
barangay members. One farmer respondent noted, 
“They want to learn from us and see our farms . . . 
investors also arrived looking for an area to plant 
pineapple, but the place is not suitable.”

Previously, Barangay Salman has been widely 
known as the site of the Maguindanao massacre. 
The massacre occurred in 2009 and claimed 

fifty-eight lives (including thirty-two media 
workers) who were on their way to file a certificate 
of candidacy by Esmael Mangudadatu, vice mayor 
of Buluan town. As a consequence, the Salman 
community has had to bear the unfortunate stigma 
associated with the massacre site.

However, with the success of their farming 
and group activities, community identity is 
changing to a positive one. One of the farmer 
respondents described a visit from a reporter who 
came to write a story:  “My aunt took photos of 
our farms and posted them on Facebook.” People 
realize from the photos that their place is not 
scary after all. Her uncle, who worked with the 
Department of Agriculture before, asked for seeds 
from DA and gave it to them. Two months later, he 
returned and took photos of their farm and posted 
the photos again. They are famous now. Another 
shared, “There are more visitors now, and they 
realize that it is not a dangerous place, as nothing 
happened to them when they visited.”

Over the duration of the project, group 
membership has increased. In the beginning, there 
were just twenty-five members, with twenty-one 
who were active. But now, they have more than 
fifty members with forty active. As the Salman 
group strengthened, new members joined as they 
could see the benefits of participating.

Growing in confidence. Group members have 
grown in confidence and ability. “We do have 
more knowledge now on farming.” Marketing 
their vegetables has required members to interact 
with others. “We were quite shy in the beginning 
because we were not use to selling and talking to 
people. At first, I was nervous. I tried to ask those 
who sell vegetables in stalls in the market if they 
would like to buy my vegetables, and when they 
said they would, I breathed a huge sigh of relief. 
My heart felt lighter. So, from then on, we sell in 
the market of Sharif Aguak and Kauran [nearby 
town centres]. We harvest every three days.”

Increased confidence among group members 
resulted in social and family benefits as a member 
explained, “I was so shy. Now, I am no longer shy. 
I even joined in the activities of my children in 
school such as a dance contest among mothers. I 
won third place.”
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The farmer respondents acknowledged the 
supportive role of the project facilitators. “LIFE 
staff have always been with us, so we have more 
knowledge now.” Just as important, the farmers 
report that they “know how to go and seek 
support” and “have the confidence now to go 
to the municipal hall to ask for assistance.” The 
relationship between the Salman group and local 
service providers (i.e., local government) has been 
strengthened to a point that the group can carry 
on without depending on the facilitators.

The remaining survey questions explored how 
the farmers felt about facing future challenges. The 
respondents consistently described facing future 
challenges as a group activity, with responses 
that include the following: “We can do it now 
because our group are helping each other,” and “It 
is very different if you are part of a group—you 
have somewhere to draw strength from.” Problem 
solving is a group activity that goes beyond the 
farming and financial matters to family and 
social problems. For example, a member shared, 
“If there are marital conflicts, the group (can) 
help in resolving these.” Significantly increased 
income has empowered the group members. “We 
know now how to direct our lives, our income has 
already increased. It is really difficult when you 
have nothing, when you’re very poor. That’s why I 
can say that we can do it now.”

For some members, the project has had 
profound outcomes. Bapu described being very 
poor; she was widowed at an early age and brought 
up her eleven children by herself. To feed her 
family, Bapu would collect rice grains that were left 
by the harvesters. Now, Bapu is growing vegetables, 
feeding her family, and generating income. Parida 
used to work as a rice harvester—a very difficult 
job done in the heat of the sun. However, Parida 
and his family now grow and sell vegetables and, 
as a result of increased income, have purchased a 
motorcycle and can take their children to school 
and pick them up.

Conclusion

The preliminary assessment reported here has 
described changes occurring to SAFA members 
following the implementation of the project, 
specifically the LIFE extension model. The 
assessment is preliminary in that activities at the 
sites are still evolving. Results based on farmers’ 
estimates showed that the average monthly income 
of SAFA members increased from PhP 4,075 to 
PhP 7,283—a 78% increase from participating in 
vegetable production. Since joining the project, 
most participants have significantly higher 
expenditure in virtually every important aspect 
that affects their lives (e.g., 100% are spending 
more money on food, 67% on health care and 
children’s education, 83% on transportation). More 
investment in new business start-ups, agricultural 
inputs, and more savings for contingencies are 
other notable mentions. All participants state that 
these changes occurred specifically as a result of 
their participation in the program.

Farmers at this project pilot site have gained 
significant income enhancement via their 
participation in the project, and they are also 
undergoing lifestyle improvements including a 
range of parameters such as education and health.

The farmers’ narratives indicated that the 
project helped them in various other ways as 
well. While the overarching aim was to improve 
farmers’ livelihood, other aspects of their lives 
also improved. These include the confidence they 
have in themselves and with their group in facing 
challenges. They found strength and support from 
their group—from technology sharing to family 
matters. The group then serves more than just a 
gathering of farmers for livelihood, but also an 
important social support for its members. They 
have accessed government programs as they are 
now a registered association and have extended 
their networks.

With such development going on in a once 
“notorious” place, the farmers are changing not 
only their perception of themselves but also the 
public’s perception of them in general.
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The primary methodology used for this 
paper is farmer opinion and recall. Strong farmer 
involvement in the assessment process is seen as 
crucial in an action research framework, especially 
when economic and social dimensions are both 
involved as components of the assessment.
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