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4.	EXTENSION  
  APPROACHES USED BY 
  STARTUPS

Most Indian agritech startups now act as “private extension systems”, combining digital tools, 
data science, and local entrepreneurship to deliver advice, inputs, financing, and market access 
as integrated services. Their models differ from NGO or public extension systems in that they 
are transaction-linked, tech-enabled, and financially self-sustaining rather than project-based. 
These are presented in Table 3.

Table 3: Major Extension Models Used by Agri‑Startups

Startup Extension 
Model

Core Mechanism Revenue & 
Sustainability

DeHaat Full‑Stack 
Rural 
Enterprise 
Model

Establishes DeHaat Centres 
(franchise‑like outlets) run by 
micro‑entrepreneurs serving 500–
700 farmers each. Offers crop 
advisory, input supply, finance, 
and market linkage under one 
platform.

Advisory is free; the 
company earns from input 
margins and crop sales 
commissions—farmers’ 
success = company’s 
revenue.

AgroStar Digital 
Marketplace 
+ Advisory 
Helpline

Uses AI‑based mobile app in 
regional languages and call 
centres to offer personalised 
crop advice and enable one‑click 
purchase of quality inputs.

Revenue from input sales 
(B2F model). Advisory is 
bundled to retain loyal 
customers.

Gramophone Data‑Driven 
Precision 
Advisory 
Platform

Combines farm profiling, weather 
integration, and soil diagnostics 
to deliver precision agro‑advisory 
plus e‑commerce for inputs.

Commissions from sales 
and embedded credit 
service fees; the app 
attracts farmers via savings 
and reliable guidance.

NinjaCart / 
WayCool

Market‑First 
Extension 
Model 
(Output‑Led)

Extends advisory focused 
on improving yield quality 
and logistics efficiency for 
buyers. Advice links directly to 
procurement standards.

Margin on produce 
aggregation and logistics; 
advisory cost embedded in 
supply chain efficiency.

Fasal / 
Cropin / 
SatSure

Data and 
Sensor‑Driven 
Advisory

Use IoT, satellite imagery, and 
AI analytics to create “Decision 
Support Systems” that offer 
irrigation, nutrient, and pest 
timing recommendations.

SaaS licensing to 
agribusinesses, FPOs, 
and insurers; indirect 
benefits to farmers through 
partners.
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BigHaat E‑Commerce 
+ 
Tele‑Advisory 
Hybrid

Offers localised crop services 
through call centres, WhatsApp 
bots, and mobile storefronts; 
provides climate advisories and 
online order fulfilment.

Transaction margins from 
10–20% on agri‑inputs.

Krishi 
Network / 
KisanGPT

Social 
Knowledge 
Platform 
Model

Works like a “social media 
extension” where farmers share 
content, get expert advice, and 
engage brands through vernacular 
videos.

Brand sponsorships, input 
partnerships, and data 
monetisation—advisory 
acts as an engagement 
funnel.

Samhitha 
Crop Care 
Clinics

Precision 
Agri‑Clinic 
Model

Local franchise clinics provide 
soil testing, drone spraying, and 
customised pest management 
solutions.

Fee‑for‑service from 
farmers and contracts 
from large buyers seeking 
quality traceability.

Common Features of Startup‑Led Extension
•	 Data and Technology Backbone – Artificial intelligence, IoT, cloud analytics, and satellite data 

drive predictive and personalised advisory services. 
•	 Full‑Value‑Chain Orientation – Startups link advisory with input/output transactions so that 

extension creates measurable economic value.
•	 Micro‑Entrepreneur Networks – Local agents (DeHaat partners, “Krishi Dosts,” or 

“Agripreneurs”) extend digital platforms to offline farmers, mirroring service-centre models.
•	 Freemium or Cross‑Subsidy Model – Advice is offered free to build loyalty; revenue comes 

from sales, logistics, insurance, or data subscriptions.
•	 High Scalability – Digital platforms allow exponential outreach at ₹200–₹400 per farmer per 

season, compared to ₹1,000–₹1,500 in NGO models.

Advantages of Startup Extension Models
•	 Efficiency & Scale: Operate at one‑third to one‑tenth the cost of traditional extension, reaching 

millions digitally. 
•	 Personalisation: Farm‑specific, data‑backed advice instead of generic crop packages.
•	 24×7 Access: Mobile access overcomes field staff shortages.
•	 Market Orientation: Help farmers make profitable decisions, not just productive ones.
•	 Private Sustainability: Self‑financing via trading, logistics, and analytics services—requiring no 

donor cycles.
•	 Integration of Youth & Innovation: Employs local youth as franchisees or digital promoters, 

creating rural employment.

Disadvantages and Systemic Gaps
•	 Equity Risks: Small and poorer farmers without smartphones or credit access can be excluded.
•	 Profit Bias: Advisory often designed to drive product sales, potentially over‑promoting inputs.
•	 Data Privacy & Trust: Farmers may distrust sharing location and crop data with private firms.
•	 Low Local Institutional Anchoring: Unlike NRLM or DDS models, startups lack a gender or 

community institution focus.
•	 Dependency on Connectivity & Literacy: Weak digital infrastructure limits rural inclusion.
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•	 Fragmented Accountability: When multiple franchise layers exist, quality control of advice can 
vary.

A comparative analysis between startup-led extension models and NGO/Community Extension models is 
presented in Table 4. 

Table 4: Startups vs Development Models

Dimension Startup‑Led Extension NGO / Community Extension
Cost per Farmer ₹200–₹500 (recovered via sales 

margins)
₹700–₹1,500 (dependent on donor 
funds or membership)

Scalability Very high (digital networks) Moderate (personnel‑intensive)

Inclusivity Moderate (depends on access to 
smartphones & pay capacity)

High (women, poor farmers, central)

Knowledge Intensity Medium – relies on algorithmic 
insights

High – field‑based experiential 
learning

Revenue Source Commercial transactions (inputs, 
outputs, data)

Grants, service fees, and collective 
trading

Accountability Customer‑based (performance 
tied to sales)

Community‑based (peer and 
institutional accountability)

Indian startup‑driven extension has evolved into a “value‑chain extension model” in which 
technology, micro‑enterprise, and agribusiness converge. It excels in efficiency, speed, and 
market integration, but lags in equity, deep capacity building, and ecological stewardship. The 
most promising direction observed is blended partnership models—for example, NRLM + DeHaat 
or AgroStar‑CSR alliances—that combine public trust with private technology and create a 
hybrid ecosystem of inclusive, data‑driven agricultural extension for smallholders.
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5.	HOW TO ADOPT AND 
   GRADUATE BETWEEN 
   MODELS

One of the key challenges faced by extension managers is making informed decisions about 
selecting the most appropriate models. A summary of the key features, strengths, and 
Limitations of these models is presented in Table 5 below. 

Table 5. Key features of different models

Sl. 
No

Type Features Strengths Limitations

1. Community-
Based & 
Participatory 
Models (Examples: 
NRLM/SRLM, DDS, 
Goat Trust, RySS/
APCNF, PRADAN, 
CSA)

Strong trust, 
integration of 
local knowledge, 
empowerment of 
women/youth, cadre-
based extension 
(CRPs, Sakhis, 
Sanghams), collective 
actions (SHGs, FPOs).

Deep social 
mobilisation, long-
term behavioural 
change, inclusivity, 
and sustainability in 
ecologically sensitive 
and resource-poor 
settings.

Scaling is 
gradual, requires 
intensive capacity 
building and may 
initially depend 
on donor/public 
investments.

2. Enterprise & 
Service Centre-
Based Models 
(Examples: 
Syngenta 
Foundation/AEGF, 
CSA Farmer Service 
Centres, FPO 
Service Hubs)

Entrepreneur-led, 
fee/revenue-based 
sustainability, bundled 
services (input, 
advisory, markets), 
focus on economic 
viability.

Quick diffusion with 
business incentives 
and robust in zones 
of commercial 
activity builds local 
entrepreneurial 
capacity.

May exclude 
poor farmers 
if fee-based; 
some ecological 
goals can be 
compromised for 
market efficiency.

3. Digital and Tech-
Driven Models 
(Examples: Digital 
Green, Access 
Agriculture, 
DeHaat, AgroStar, 
Gramophone)

ICT platforms, data 
analytics, video- and 
media-based learning, 
mass reach at low 
cost, youth-friendly 
interfaces.

Scalable, fast 
outreach, 
personalised 
advice, efficient 
for progressing 
regions and high-
connectivity.

Digital divide 
(excludes non-
smartphone/low 
literacy farmers), 
limited capacity 
for deep, trust-
based adoption
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4. Agroecological 
& Rights-Based 
Collectives 
(Examples: Deccan 
Development 
Society, Paani 
Foundation)

Farmer sovereignty 
(seed/grain banks, 
media collectives), 
voluntary labour, in-
kind cost recovery, 
social capital-centric

Ideal for marginalised 
groups, dryland/
tribal/low-resource 
contexts, fosters 
local innovation and 
resilience.

Harder to scale 
commercially, 
slow to transition 
into formal 
markets.

5. Government-Led 
& Hybrid Models 
(Examples: State 
ATMA/SAMETI, 
Rythu Vedika 
(Telangana), 
Agristack (UP), 
Krushi Odisha)

Decentralised 
planning, public–
private–NGO 
convergence, 
strategic district-level 
customisation, digital 
and mass campaigns.

Universal coverage, 
resource pooling, 
institutional 
legitimacy, and the 
ability to mainstream 
successful pilots.

Risk of 
bureaucracy, 
varying technical 
depth, and 
slower adaptation 
to local 
nuances unless 
participatory 
features are 
embraced.

Some of the principles for selecting appropriate extension models are discussed below.

Assess local context:
•	 Social capital: Where strong women’s groups/SHGs/FPOs exist, leverage or strengthen 

participatory models.
•	 Market orientation: Where farmers are commercially active, they lean towards 

enterprise models and service centres.
•	 Ecological sensitivities: In zones needing agroecology (rainfed, tribal), begin with 

rights-based, community-led systems.
•	 Connectivity & scale: Where digital literacy and phone penetration are high, integrate 

tech-driven solutions.
•	 Government partnership: In regions with proactive departments, blend state channels 

with local participatory/tech options.

Adopt Phased Graduation Pathways
•	 Initiation (Mobilisation): Start with participatory mobilisation—build collectives, form 

SHGs/Sanghams, introduce basic farmer field schools and CRPs. Use peer learning and 
group demonstrations to anchor behaviour and trust.

•	 Deepening (Capacity and Enterprise): Over 1–3 years, introduce enterprise 
features—train local youth/women as service providers, set up FPO or service 
hubs. Gradually add input supply, market linkages, and fee-for-service options.

•	 Scaling and Integration (Tech & Markets): As trust and capacity grow, incorporate 
digital advisory platforms, precision data tools, and broader market networks. Use 
government partnerships and private investment to mainstream successful innovations 
(mass campaigns, e-extension, cluster-level convergence).

•	 Sustaining the Change (Ownership & Adaptation): Transition institutional 
ownership from project-led to community- or enterprise-led management. Anchor 
cost recovery through collective marketing fees, local entrepreneurship, or federated 
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memberships. Reinvest in participatory monitoring, feedback, and inclusion—ensuring 
adaptability to climate, market, and socio-cultural shifts.

Learn from Policy & Practice Synthesis
•	 Combine strengths: Hybridise models to balance social inclusion, technical efficiency, 

market orientation, and resilience.
•	 Foster learning loops: Build systems for continuous farmer engagement—feedback, 

innovation, and adaptation beyond initial project cycles.
•	 Graduate carefully: Avoid abrupt shifts; let community maturity, local market 

evolution, and digital access dictate when and how to move from one model to another.
•	 Institutionalise transition: Use government schemes (ATMA, NRLM, etc.) and local 

federations as scaffolding to help communities move towards self-reliant extension and 
learning systems.
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About CSA

About AESA

Agricultural Extension in South Asia (AESA) is a network of all those who are interested and 
involved in Extension and Advisory Services (EAS) in South Asia.

Our vision is to improve food and nutrition security through efficient and effective EAS in South 
Asia. Our mission is to promote sharing, learning, and networking for building effective and 
efficient EAS.

AESA is part of the Global Forum for Rural Advisory Services (GFRAS).

The Centre for Research on Innovation and Science Policy (CRISP) hosts the  Secretariat of 
AESA. CRISP conducts policy-relevant research on agricultural extension and rural innovation.

The Centre for Sustainable Agriculture (CSA) is a Hyderabad-based civil society 
organisation that has been working since 2004 to support the transition to an agriculture that is 
ecologically sound, economically viable, and socially just. CSA works with smallholders, Farmer-
Producer Organisations, state governments, and research institutions across Andhra Pradesh, 
Telangana, Odisha, Maharashtra, and Sikkim.

Its work spans farmer institution-building, agroecological practice, PGS and organic certification, 
policy advocacy, and rural enterprise incubation — anchored by three flagship initiatives:

•	 Grameen Academy  —  CSA’s learning and incubation platform, offering structured 
training in agroecology, natural farming, seed conservation, FPO management, and rural 
enterprise design for farmers, rural youth, and extension practitioners.

•	 Sahaja Aharam  —  a farmer-producer company promoted by CSA, providing PGS-
certified organic markets for smallholders and connecting ecological farming with urban 
and institutional consumers.

•	 eKrishi  —  CSA’s digital platform, supporting farmer advisories, pest and disease 
surveillance, participatory traceability for organic produce, and FPO management.

CSA today directly supports around 50,000 farmers and reaches over 200,000 more through its 
extension and advisory networks, aiming to support half a million farmers in their agroecological 
transition by 2030.


