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ABSTRACT
The need to maintain a non-mineral dependent economy and daunting food import
bills have been the drive for the provision of extension services, which is dependent
on motivated extension work force.. Extension personnel will not stay motivated under
circumstances where the risk of job burnout is high. A simple random technique was
used to select 120 extension agents from 328. Data were collected with a structured
questionnaire (reliability coefficient of 0.85) and were analyzed with frequency
counts, percentages one-way analysis of variance and multiple regressions. The result
shows that 68% of the agents are males 85% married; 50% are above 40 years and
66% have at least a BSc degree. Burnout symptoms manifest mostly as depression
(48%), insomnia (40%), headaches (43%), and weight loss (44%). Popular coping
strategies are keeping positive attitude at all times, setting self-realistic goals, and
maintaining healthy relationship with co-workers. A significant difference exists in
burnout symptoms experienced across the states (F = 5.71, df 3,117 p < 0.05).
Significant determinants are age (t = 3.61), Number of children (t = 4.36), and coping
strategy (t = -4.71).The study recommends that extension agents should be young,
dynamic, maintain manageable family size and be exposed to different techniques to
cope with burnout symptoms.

1.
INTRODUCTION
In many developing countries agricultural development is hinged on extension
services by helping farmers to identify and link with research on their production
problems. They also provide awareness on opportunities for improvement of farm
yields leading to increased income and better standard of living (Van den Ban and
Hawkins 1998) through the dissemination of information on agricultural technologies
and improve practices to farm families.
Long and Sworzel (2007) noted that the mission of extension services is to
provide research based information, educational programs and technology focused on
the issues and needs of the people, enabling them to make informed decisions about
their economic, social and cultural well-being. A major factor in the success of
achieving this role is information and understanding of the conditions and characters
of the target population as well as the skills to act on that knowledge. Poor financing
of extension programmes has been a long standing problem facing the services
(Adams 1984). This has resulted in problems with mobility and supplies and
extension agents waiting to the point of demoralization before receiving supplies to
work. In 1997, Nigeria had 6,563 extension agents with an extension agent farmer’s
ratio of 1:1615. These are in sharp contrast to 1: 252 and 1: 500 found in Japan and
South Korea respectively. (Agabmu 1998). At the end of 2003, the ratio of extension
agents to farmers which is prevalent in developing country had resulted in work
overload. The findings of Santucci (2002) corroborate that of Agbamu (1998) that
most Nigerian farmers depend on public extension workers for information. Presently,
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the ratio is 1:2100 in Edo State, 1:2131in Ogun State, 1:16917 in Oyo State, 1:1496 in
Lagos State (Adebowale, Ogunbode, and Salawu 2006). These ratios suggest that
extension agent’s hours of work, per day and the overall workload would be very
huge.
There is an enormous demand on extension agents them by the clientele and
the institutions they serve due to interaction with clientele in various roles and at the
same time responding to administrative duties within the organizational setting. These
demands could predispose them to frustrations and stress (Kutilek, Conklin, and
Gunderson 2002). These processes can easily lead to burnout among extension agents
which is defined as extreme tiredness usually caused by working too much.
Furthermore, it is to cause someone to lose most of their energy and enthusiasm for
work because of having worked too much for too long periods under stress. Burnout is
a state of overwhelm, emotional restlessness and depression due to prolonged levels
of high stress usually related to excessive workplace or life style demands and a
general imbalance in life style. Burnout refers to prolonged response to chronic
emotional and interpersonal stressors on the job, and is defined in three dimensions of
exhaustion, cynicism and inefficacy (Maslach, et al 2001). Physical and emotional
exhaustions could precipitate cynicism, which in turn have the potential to reduce
efficiency at work. These interrelated dimensions affect productivity and overall wellbeing of employees. There is depletion of self by exhausting one’s physical and
mental resources. It is a process that begins with excessive and prolonged level of job
stress that produces strain in the employee. Either the workers learn to defensively
cope with the job or it may cause a syndrome of emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization and reduced personal accomplishment (George and Jones 1999).
Burnout can manifest as physical, psychological and behavioural changes in
body function, attitudes and actions towards others (Igodan and Newcomb 1986).
Fetsch et al (1997) defined burnout as a syndrome of emotional exhaustion,
depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment that can occur among
individuals who do people- related work. According to Karen (2005) it is not due to
dislike of the job as an extension agent, but overwork.
Riggs and Beus (1993) reported that agents need to recognize the various
factors that determine job satisfaction and understand that a weakness in those factors
increases stress, thereby decreasing job satisfaction. Agents enjoy their work more
when they exercise their ability to analyze situation and re-programme their initial
response to stress as being less than critical. Adesope and Agumagu (2003) noted that
work experience is significantly correlated with job stress among extension agents in
Akwa Ibom State agricultural development programme, Nigeria. In Ohio, Igodan and
Newcomb (1986) reported that agents who were satisfied with their jobs did not have
much of a problem with burnout, but as job satisfaction decreases, burnout increased.
In Kentucky, Fetsch et al (1984) noted that extension professionals had higher mean
stress level score than normal adult and that prolonged exposure to such high stress
levels predisposes them to physiological and emotional stress-related problems. In
Colorado, the major differences in stress, depression and life satisfaction levels for
extension agents were found associated not with occupation, gender or job site but
rather with number of years of service and marital status (Kennington 1988).
Asiabaka, (1991) noted that job, environmental, personal and family related stress
factors affect block extension supervisors in Imo state agricultural development
project in Nigeria.
Despite the foregoing, extension personal have developed adaptive strategies
as they continue on the job. Coping strategies refer to specific efforts, both
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behavioural and psychological that people employ to master, tolerate, reduce or
minimize stressful events (Folkman and Lazarus 1980). These are skills developed
through experience for life situations. Ultimately, the extent to which stress is
experienced and whether it is positive or negative depend on how people cope.
George and Jones (1999) reported that there are problem-focused and emotionfocussed coping strategies. Problem focused coping strategy is the steps workers take
to deal with and act on source of stress. Emotion focused strategy is the steps worker
take to deal with and control their stressful feelings and emotions.
The working conditions of extension agents in agricultural development
programme within Nigeria have been subject of research for so many years by
different authors (Oladele 2004, Banmeke and Ajayi 2005, Adekunle 1998 and
Akinsorotan 2007). In Nigeria it has been observed that there is low job satisfaction
among extension agents which can lead to burnout. There is concern about the rate of
extension agents’ resignations from the service as the most frequently cited reasons
for resigning is the absorptiveness of the job. Highly absorptive jobs require a great
amount of time, commitment and involvement (Kanter 1977). Ezell (2003) reported
that the occurrence of job stress among Tennessee extension employees increased
turnover. Despite all the findings from above authors that extension agents were
experiencing high level of job dissatisfaction due to the prevailing work conditions in
the Agricultural Development Programme (ADP), a large number of extension agents
still continue at work. This continuity suggests that such extension agents employ
some means to cope with the life and work. The objective of this study was to
investigate burnout and coping strategies among extension agents in south western
Nigeria.
2.
METHODOLOGY
The study was carried out in south western Nigeria, which consist of eight states
namely Delta, Edo, Lagos, Ogun, Osun, Ondo, Ekiti, and Oyo States. The area lies
between latitudes 4 and 14 south and longitude 2 and 8 east; they collectively cover
114,271km2 which is approximately 12% of Nigeria’s total area. Agriculture sector
forms the base of the overall development thrusts of the area, with farming as the
main occupation of the people in the area. The high concentration of extension agents
in this part of Nigeria necessitated the choice for the study. The population of the
study includes all extension agents in south western Nigeria. Four out of eight states
were randomly selected namely Lagos, Ogun, Oyo and Edo States with 90, 122, 60
and 56 extension agents respectively. A simple random sampling technique was used
to select 30 extension agents from each of the states to give a sample size of 120
extension agents. Data were collected through the use of structured questionnaire that
had been subjected to face validity and reliability test using split-half technique with a
coefficient of 0.85. The variables of the study include demographic characteristics
where agents indicated the categories they belong. Job burnout was operationalized on
a 3-point scale of all assignments (3 points), some assignments (2 points) and few
assignments (1 point). The scale consisted of 30 burnout symptoms from which
respondents were to indicate the ones they experience on their assignments in the
work place. Coping strategy was measured on a 2 point scale of every season
(2points) or every other season (1 point) and consisted of 28 statements on strategies.
Data collected were subjected to frequency counts, percentages, one way analysis of
variance and multiple regression analysis.
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3.
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Results on the demographic characteristics of extension agents are presented in Figure
1, which shows that 68 percent of the agents are males and implies that there is
dominance of males in the extension delivery profession. Also, 85 percent are
married, a factor that may be attributed with the cultural belief in the study area that
married individuals are responsible people. The marital status also has implication for
the combination of family and work responsibilities. About 50 percent of the agents
are above 40 years of age which represent and energetic work force that requires
motivation. About 66 percent of the agents had at least BSc as their educational
qualification, a situation that would enhance the understanding of activities to be done
and high competence. However the educational qualification can be explore
negatively if work conditions in the extension delivery are not favourably comparable
to those in other sector. Seventy percent of the agents have working experience of
between five to ten years with 65 percent having a household size of five to ten
persons.
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Figure 1: Selected demographic characteristics among extension agents

Table 1 presents the results of burnout symptoms experienced by extension agents in
south western Nigeria. The most experienced burnout symptoms are depression
(48%), insomnia (40%), headaches (43%), and weight loss or gain (44 %). Others are:
Inability to make decision (41%), increased worry (41%) and low job performance
(34%). While four are physical symptoms, two are psychological while the last one is
behavioural. The percentages of incidence of these symptoms are between 34 and 48
which are sufficiently high enough for attention by extension mangers and policy
makers. Due to the consequences of burnout symptoms, it is important now that
provisions are made to reduce the existence of burnout among the extension work
force before a total collapse is experienced. The physical symptoms that could be
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attributed to wide area of coverage by each extension agent, the distance between the
locations of meeting with farmers and poor mobility facilities for extension agents to
reach farmers. The nature of the organizational setting of the Agricultural
Development Programme (ADP) would have been responsible for the psychological
symptoms such that extension agents are located at the end of the chain of command
and are to obey instructions even when the superiors are not familiar with the reality
of the situations extension agents face among farmers or in their areas of operations.
In terms of behavioural symptoms, the most acclaimed consequence (low job
performance) of job burnout among authors has set in among extension agents. On the
other hand, the least experienced job burnout symptoms among extension agents are
shortness of breath (13 %), high alcohol use (7 %) and accident proneness (20 %)
Table 1:

Burnout symptoms experienced by extension agents

Burnout symptoms
Physical symptoms
Depression
Insomnia
Headaches
Weight loss or gain
Sexual dysfunction
Gastrointestinal
Shortness of breath
Easy-Fatigability
Pain (unexplained origin)
Weakness
Eating disorder
Psychological symptoms
Boredom
Reduced self concept
Rigidity to change
Loss of concern
Cynicism/negativism
Low morale
Loss of patience
Feelings of disgust
Frustration
Inability to make decision
Increased worry
Feeling of omniscient
Loss of charisma
Taking unusually high risks
Suspicion & Paranoia
Daily mood variation
Anger
Anxiety
Guilt
Hopelessness
Worthlessness
Behavioural symptoms
Forgetfulness
Low job performance

Yes
Many
assignments

Few
assignments

No

18 (15)
30(25)
19(15.83)
29(24.17)
11(9.17)
12(10.00)
4(3.33)
10(8.33)
19(15.83)
30(25.00)
17(14.17)

40(33.33)
18(15.00)
33(27.50)
27(22.50)
20(16.67)
14(11.67)
9(7.50)
16(13.33)
17(14.17)
7(5.83)
13(10.83)

62(51.67)
72(60)
68(56.67)
64(53.33)
89(74.17)
94(78.33)
107(89.17)
94(78.33)
84(70.00)
83(69.17)
90(75.00)

25(20.83)
17(14.17)
25 (20.83)
20(16.67)
19(15.83)
24(20.00)
22(18.33)
23(19.17)
33(27.50)
39(32.50)
34(28.33)
14(11.67)
18(15.00)
13(10.83)
12(10.00)
21(17.50)
10(8.33)
27(22.50)
13(10.83)
13(10.83)
13(10.83)

6(5.00)
17(14.17)
6(5.00)
3(2.50)
8(6.67)
2(1.67)
11(9.17)
13(10.83)
13(10.83)
11(9.17)
16(13.33)
18(15.00)
9(7.50)
16(13.33)
13(10.83)
16(13.33)
30(25.00)
28(23.33)
21(17.50)
19(15.83)
21(17.50)

89(74.17)
86(71.67)
89(74.17)
97(80.83)
93(77.50)
94(78.33)
87(72.50)
84(70.00)
74(61.67)
70(58.33)
70(58.33)
88(73.33)
93(77.50)
91(75.83)
95(79.17)
83(69.17)
80(66.67)
65(54.17)
86(71.67)
88(73.33)
86(71.67)

12(10.00)
17(14.17)

23(19.17)
20(16.67)

85(70.83)
83(69.17)
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Increased absenteeism
Increased drug use
Increased marital and family conflict
High alcohol use
Accident proness
Workaholism
Irritability
Withdrawal
Hallucination
Agitation

13(10.83)
15(12.50)
13(10.83)
6(5.00)
19(15.83)
23(19.17)
19(15.83)
17(14.17)
27(22.50)
26(21.67)
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19(15.83)
8(6.67)
2(1.67)
4(3.33)
1(0.83)
12(10.00)
5(4.17)
8(6.67)
9(7.50)
7(5.83)

88(73.33)
97(80.83)
105(87.50)
110(91.67)
100(83.33)
85(70.83)
96(80.00)
95(79.17)
84(70.00)
87(72.50)

As shown in Table 2, prominent strategies among extension agents are “I develop a
realistic picture of myself” (72%), “I keep a positive attitude at all times” (68%), “I
set realistic goals for myself” (53%), “I don’t easily get worked up” (59%), “I take
time to rest when necessary” (67%), “I maintain a healthy relationship with coworker(s)” (67%), “I retain hope” (62%) and “I am highly receptive to new ideas”
(63%). These are in response to physical, psychological and behavioural symptoms.
The least used coping strategies are “I prioritize on how best to accomplish tasks
through time management” (67.50%) and “I am into other ventures to supplement my
pay” (69.17%).
Table 2:

Coping strategies for job burnout used among extension agents

Coping strategies

Use
Regularly
78 (65)
62(51.67)
39(32.50)
46(38.33)
32(26.67)
37(30.83)
41(34.17)
66(55.00)
59(49.17)
45(37.50)
66(55.00)
67(55.83)
41(34.17)
43(35.83)
48(40.00)
41(34.17)
29(24.17)
46(38.33)
44(36.67)
41(34.17)
26(21.67)
41(34.17)
49(40.83)
45(37.50)
51(42.50)

I develop a realistic picture of myself
I keep a positive attitude at all times
I set realistic goals for my self
I don’t easily get worked up
I recognize the symptoms of stress and burnout
I take time to rest when necessary
I ask for help when it’s needed
I maintain a healthy relationship with co-worker(s)
I develop a structural and personal support system
I maintain a healthy relationship with superior officer(s)
I retain hope
I am highly receptive to new ideas
I develop a detached concern for recipients of my efforts
When I am offered help I easily accept it
I maintain an active personal social life outside of work
I easily interpret the assignments given to me
I take time-outs when I need them
I am satisfied with my job
I am improving myself academically
I maintain a regimen of proper nutrition and physical exercise
I worry a lot about trivial issues
I develop a sense of organization involvement
I am very energetic
I am willing to accept counselling when I need it
I look out for materials relevant to my job
I develop self therapies such as meditations, religious
meetings and relaxation
39(32.50)
I am optimistic by nature
32(26.67)

Non Use
Irregularly
9(7.5)
17(14.17)
25(20.83)
25(20.83)
32(26.67)
44(36.67)
14(11.67)
15(12.50)
6(5.00)
7(5.83)
9(7.50)
9(7.50)
11(9.17)
19(15.83)
19(15.83)
26(21.67)
17(14.17)
11(9.17)
18(15.00)
24(20.00)
21(17.50)
7(5.83)
9(7.50)
9(7.50)
14(11.67)

33 ( 27.5)
41( 34.17)
56( 46.67)
49( 40.83)
56( 46.67)
39( 32.50)
65( 54.17)
39( 32.50)
55( 45.83)
68( 56.67)
45( 37.50)
44( 36.67)
68( 56.67)
58( 48.33)
53( 44.17)
53( 44.17)
74( 61.67)
63( 52.50)
58( 48.33)
55( 45.83)
73( 60.83)
72( 60.00)
62( 51.67)
66( 55.00)
55( 45.83)

19(15.83)
15(12.50)

62( 51.67)
73( 60.83)
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I accentuate the positive
37(30.83)
I prioritize on how best to accomplish tasks through time
management
28(23.33)
I am always on the lookout for better opportunities
39(32.50)
I am into other ventures to supplement my pay
15(12.50)

12(10.00)

71( 59.17)

11(9.17)
14(11.67)
22(18.33)

81( 67.50)
67( 55.83)
83( 69.17)

To compare the differences among the states’ Burnout and coping strategies, One
Way Analysis of Variance was used and the result presented in Table 3. No
significant difference exists among extension agents in the different states for coping
strategies. It therefore pre supposes that the strategies used across the state are the
same. However, a significance difference exits in burnout symptoms experienced by
extension agents across the states (F = 5.71, df 3,117 p < 0.05). The mean score are Oyo
= 40.90, Lagos = 45.71, Ogun= 60.33, and Edo = 70.33. Extension agents from Edo
state had the highest mean while Oyo has the lowest. The administrative setting of the
ADP's would have been responsible for the trend of the mean scores recorded.
Table 3:

Burnout
Between
groups
Within groups
Total

One way analysis of variance showing differences in Burnout and
coping strategies among extension agents across the states
Sum of df
Mean
F
p
Duncan
Multiple
Square
Square
Range
States
N Means
17613.01 3
5871.02 5.71
0.001 Oyo
30 40.90a
130548.4 117
148161.4 120

Coping strategy
Between group 1257.26 3
Within group
49913.36 117
Total
51170.63 120

1027.94

419.08
393.01

1.06

0.36

Lagos
Ogun
Edo

30
30
30

45.71a
60.33b
70.33 c

Lagos
Oyo
Ogun
Edo

30
30
30
30

39.10 a
40.90 a
44.03 a
43.30 a

The result of the multiple regression analysis of relationships between demographic
characteristics and job burnout symptoms experienced by extension agents is
presented in Table 4. The independent variables are significantly related to the job
burnout experienced by extension agents with F value of 3.67, p < 0.05. Also the R
value of 0.55 shows that there is a strong correlation between the independent
variables and the job burnout and the demographic characteristics and coping
strategies were able to predict 31 percent of the variation in job burnout experienced
by extension agents. Significant determinants are age (t = 3.61), Number of children (t
= 4.36), and coping strategy (t = -4.71). It implies that the older the extension agents
are, the higher the number of children in agents’ households, the more the job burnout
experiences they will have. However, as the number of coping strategies increases,
job burnout decreases. It is important to ensure that extension agents are young and
dynamic and maintain manageable family size. Also, provision for domestic support
or allowance should be made for extension agents so that the incidence of role
conflicts between office and work could be minimized. It is equally important that
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extension agents are exposed to different techniques to cope with burnout symptoms
as this will help them to be able to mange themselves better.
Table 4:

Parameter estimates from OLS regression model
Regression
Standard error
coefficient
Intercept
-7.92
1.91
Age
-5.13
1.42
Gender
0.24
0.23
Marital status
-1.04
2.75
Number of children 7.36
1.69
Religion
-5.13
5.66
On-going
higher 0.76
4.53
studies
Educational level
3.06
2.53
Work experience
-8.4
1.43
Residence location
-2.47
0.14
Coping strategy
0.66
F
3.67
P
0.00
R
0.55
R Square
0.31

t
4.15
3.61
1.04
0.37
4.36
-0.91
0.16
1.21
-0.0006
-0.55
4.71

4.
CONCLUSION
The study has shown that there is high incidence of job burnout among extension
workers in south western Nigeria. The burnout symptoms have highlighted areas of
self management training needs for the extension agents. There is also the dominance
of males in the extension delivery profession and agents are married. The educational
level of many the agents are high and with long years of working experience, above
40 years of age and had served between five and ten years. Prominent job burnout
symptoms are depression, insomnia, headaches, weight loss or gain, inability to make
decision, increased worry and low job performance. Popular strategies among
extension agents are development of a realistic picture of one self, keeping positive
attitude at all times, setting self realistic goals, never getting easily worked up, taking
time to rest when necessary, maintaining healthy relationship with co-workers,
retaining hope and being highly receptive to new ideas. Significant determinants of
job burnout among extension agents are age, number of children, and coping strategy.
The study therefore recommends that policy makers should ensure that extension
agents are young and dynamic and maintain manageable family size. Also, provision
for domestic support or allowance should be made for extension agents so that the
incidence of role conflicts between office and work could be minimized. It is equally
important that extension agents are exposed to different techniques to cope with
burnout symptoms as this will help them to be able to mange themselves better.
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