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Abstract

This study examined the capacities of farmers to serve as community learning
hubs (lead farmer networks) within HRDI’ s highland development areas and tested
context- appropriate learning processes to strengthen knowledge- sharing networks
amidst digital transformation. A mixed-methods approach was employed, combining
analysis of secondary data from 170 lead farmers across six pilot sites with varying
development levels (A-B-C) and qualitative inquiry in three “Group-2 expansion
areas,” which are secondary highland communities characterized by lower accessibility
and structural constraints.

Findings revealed that while 78% of lead farmers had over 10 years of agricultural
experience, only 24 % confidently used digital tools for data management or knowledge
dissemination. A significant generational gap in digital competency was observed, with
farmers under 40 scoring 3.2 out of 5 compared to 2.1 among those aged 50 and above.
Contextually, Level-A sites had the highest rate of smartphone-based data recording (62%),
whereas Level-B sites demonstrated minimal use of digital community communication
channels (18%), and Group-2 areas continued to experience limited mobile signal and
internet infrastructure. These findings informed a four-tier readiness classification—ready-
to-scale, skill-enhancement, infrastructure-enhancement, and entry-level—which served
as a framework for tailoring learning interventions.

Participatory Action Research ( PAR) was implemented in three pilot
communities, adapting the Farmer Field School (FFS) model, peer-to-peer learning,
and Design Thinking to support farmer-led problem identification, experimentation,
result analysis, and reflective learning, with community facilitators providing ongoing
mentorship. Results showed that all sites successfully developed *“ territorial
knowledge transmitters.” Key outcomes included 75% of participants in Pang Daeng Nai
gaining confidence to teach within their households, the emergence of one model
farmer in Wawee, and the development of three community trainers in Mae Hae Luang,
alongside the formation of self-organized learning circles.

The study concludes that sustainable highland development requires
(1) strengthening individual leader competency, (2) institutionalizing continuous learning
systems through community facilitators, and (3) enabling supportive institutional
mechanisms, particularly process- based budgeting and integrated knowledge
management. Recommendations include continued follow-up over 2-3 years, social
impact monitoring, and the development of “Digital Local Facilitators” to ensure long-

term, self-sustained knowledge transfer.
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