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The AgriFin Digital Farmer Program (ADF) is a Mercy Corps AgriFin program funded by the Bill and 

Melinda Gates Foundation to expand digitally-enabled services to one million smallholder farmers 

across Kenya, Tanzania, Ethiopia and Nigeria. 

Case Study: Digital Field Force Development

Over the past year, several AgriFin partners have developed digital platforms to encompass complex 

bundles of services, including financial services, access to inputs, markets, new services and learning.  

With this complexity, the need for digitally-enabled field force has become a clear need to drive active use 
and impact of these new services among smallholder farmers at scale. 

Across more than 10 engagements and partners, ADF has explored the needs, business model and 

challenges around building effective and impactful digital field force. Key lessons include:

• Market access appears to be the key service which requires dedicated field force to support farmers 

through the full journey to grow, harvest and bring produce to market

• Significant costs are involved in developing digital field force involving change management,  staff 

selection, training, building farmer trust and meeting needs of buyers, lenders and other partners

• Ideal field agents are digitally literate and experienced entrepreneurial farmers, aged between 30-
45 with basic digital knowledge and capacity to pursue revenue generating opportunities

• Women make strong field agents and help bridge the gender gap amongst smallholder

• Commission-based remuneration linked to a broad range of tasks must be managed on digital tools 

• Strong, ongoing investment in training and management are critical to success

• Digital systems can mitigate risks and create new risks, which must be managed. Clear 
communication and reporting structures across all involved partners is necessary.

Executive Summary
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Case Approach
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Focus areas Key questions Analysis conducted 

Selection process • What are the ideal characteristics of a DFF?

• What should be the process of selecting and on-

boarding DFFs?

• Stakeholder interviews

• ADF working session

• Internal document review

Roles and 

responsibilities

• What are the roles and responsibilities of the DFFs and 

field force partner? 

• What performance indicators should be used to manage 

and evaluate DFFs? 

• ADF working sessions

• Interview with relevant stakeholders

• Internal document reviews of field 

force needs

Managing DFFs and 

field force partners

• How should DFFs be managed? 

• How should organizations manage partners?

• What digital tools might DFFs and field force partners 

require? 

• What features do their digital tools need?

• Stakeholder interviews

• Desk research on similar organizations

• ADF partner interviews

Remuneration 

structure

• What is the optimal compensation structure? (e.g., 

monthly stipend, commission-based fees)

• How much should DFFs be paid on average?

• How should partners compensate field force partners?

• How much should partners pay field force partners?

• Stakeholder interviews to understand 

models used

• Desk research of field agents 

remuneration structures

Potential 

partnerships

• What criteria should partners use in selecting field force 

partners?

• Which field force management partners could be a fit for 

partners? 

• Stakeholder interviews with prioritized 

potential partners

• Desk review of potential partners

• Interviews with partners partners to 

understand needs

Resource 

requirement

• How much will it cost partners in the next five years to 

deploy field force?

• Benchmark the cost of recruiting and 

training rural field force in similar 

organizations

• Updated the partners model to include 

new assumptions/costs

AgriFin worked with Dalberg Advisors to complete a survey ten 

organizations with digitally-enabled field force (DFF) in Kenya to understand:

Surveys were complemented by user experience testing with DFF by Dalberg Design 



• Register and on-board farmers

• Educate farmers on the right inputs 

to purchase and link to inputs

• Educate farmers on financial 

services and prompt repayment

• Conduct field research supporting 

crop insurance, precision ag, etc.

• Raise awareness and link farmers 

to market access platforms

• •Educate farmers on how to utilize 

the mobile learning solutions

• Conduct soil testing & monitoring

• Encourage good agricultural 

practices 

• Identify and monitor demo farms

• •Support aggregation of produce 

during harvest season

• Raise awareness and market

other products & services

• Provide on-the-ground customer 

support where possible on the use 

of other products

Roles and Responsibilities
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Digital field force can and must complete a wide range of tasks to add value 

and drive revenues needed to cover substantial related costs. Services can 

include:



Field Force Profiles
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Field Force Profiles: Persons (1)
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Field Force Profiles: Personas (2)
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DVAs Reasons to Take the Role
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Safaricom’s DigiFarm platform for smallholder farmers now reaches more than 1 million 
smallholders and has built a DigiFarm Village Advisor (DVA) network initially of 1500 staff, 
reducing down to 300 over time through field learnings on motivations, performance, 
relevant activities and technology.



Hiring: Insights & Recommendations
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Hiring: Insights & Recommendations
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Digital Tools
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Impact of 
Technology
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Field Force Technology: Apps
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Where can Apps add value for field force?

Mobile apps can help improve field force performance in the following ways:

• Provide field staff, supervisors and companies with better visibility of targets and progress toward 
achieving them

• Make field report submissions faster and more convenient, in turn supporting compensation decisions

• Provide greater clarity on which farmers each field staff member is responsible for

• Allow field force to rapidly and accurately access key information on farmers they are serving

• Support field force to plan their work and schedule farmer meetings, then allow supervisors to 
monitoring this

• Provide field force with basic information on where and when to support smallholders

• Provide field force with ag advisory tools, such as crop calendars, alerts and precision agriculture tools

• Enable field force to communicate rapidly with farmers, other DFF and supervisors as well as raise 

agronomic alerts with trained agronomists, sharing pictures and videos as helpful

DFF apps are unlikely to:

• Provide the primary channel for training DFFs to perform complex tasks and responsibilities

• Enable delivery of highly technical services, including soil testing, insurance and input sales
• Provide all support for highly complex aggregation cycles, ensure inputs are delivered on time, changes 

in pricing, etc. 



Organizations use a mix of remuneration models, with salaries reserved for 
managerial staff

Remuneration
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Of many approaches to paying field force, commissions and fees are most ideal

Remuneration
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Sample KPIs
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Business Models
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Breakeven targets for field force must be linked to revenue drivers and key costs



Kenyan DFF Models
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There are many types of organizations managing a field force across agricultural value 

chains and partnerships which can open beneficial pathways to growth and impact

Objectives and Benefits of the Collaboration

• Build capacity to scale to new geographies and value chains
• Ensure that producer farmers are available in the counties of operation, accessing quality inputs, services 

and finance to produce sorghum that will be aggregated for onward selling

• Offer learning points and opportunities to improve adoption, user experience, and profitability 

• Address bottlenecks

• Leveraging on the ability of technology to enhance efficiency, traceability and accountability
• Prevent the duplication of efforts in counties 

• Drive higher farmer production and lower rejection rates, as well as lower compliance costs

• Leverage DFF trainings and cross learnings from field activities and experiences

• Farmer mobilization and support for services including input bundles, loans and insurance and soil testing

• Shared networks, content and insights

Potential Risks of Collaboration

• Conflicting incentive-based remuneration plans for partners

• Coordination of clear field work plan across partners

• Coordination around farmer communications, support and links to markets and agro-dealers to ensure 
that input bundles are available when farmers need them

• Duplication of efforts, including farmer registration

• Coordinate the transportation of sorghum from aggregation points to EAML production plants in Kisumu 

and Nairobi

• Data sharing on farmers and performance needed for strong coordination

· .

Partnerships



RISKS

• Late input delivery - miss planting 

season

• Crop failure due to pest & disease, 

drought, poor practice, etc.

• Poor crop quality or incorrect varieties

• Loan default

• Missed aggregation & side selling

• Farmer data breach

• Financial fraud

• DFF encouraging farmers to side sell

• Blocking farmers from the system

• Technology risk

MITIGATION

• Coordinate early around input needs and 

access with agrodealers

• Support ag practices and provide practical 

tools at the right time

• Strong farmer data collection with links to inputs

• Follow up before and after repayments due

• Strong aggregation coordination

• Strict data visibility protocols for DFF

• Strong digital systems for oversight

• Random field checks against standards

• 1 strike rule enforcement

• Adequate budget and staffing to implement 

solution

Risks & Mitigation
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Digital field force can both address and generate risks that must be managed



Organizations Interviewed
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Organization Name of interviewees Position

DigiFarm (Safaricom) Fred Kiio Director for AgriBusiness

Dodore (AgriWallet) Sijmen de Hoogh Director

Empire Group International 

(Shamba Digital)

Lakshman Manickam

Mukami Gitau

Director 

Head of Strategy and Programs 

Farm Input Promotions 

Africa (FIPS-Africa)

Melanda Schmid-Ochieng Director of Organizational 

Development

Heifer International David Ojwang

Viola Chemis

Director of Programs

Production Advisor

Kenya Livestock Producers 

Association (KLPA)

Patrick Kimani CEO

LivingGoods Sylvain Romieu Director of Field Operations

MKOPA Michael Davis Former Head of Distribution in 

Tanzania

TechnoServe (YieldWise) Isaiah Kirema Program Manager – Horticulture –

YieldWise

TruTrade Africa Stephen Katingima Kenya Country Lead
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You!

Leesa Shrader
AgriFin Digital Farmer Program Director

lshrader@mercycorps.org
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