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Abstract
WhatsApp groups have been found to serve as valuable platforms for livelihood development in numerous 
African settings and also beyond the continent. This study explores the roles played by a Kenyan agricultural 
WhatsApp group, the Agri-Society Network, in supporting engagement and collaboration by its users. 
The study surveyed 174 group members, via an online questionnaire, in order to explore the members’ 
experiences of, and views on, participation in the group. The findings were analysed through the lens of the 
community of practice (CoP) framework (Wenger, 1998), and specifically the framework’s dimensions of 
mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. The survey found that the majority of the group 
members used the group daily or several times a week; that the primary uses of the group were to share 
information/resources and to ask questions; that the most popular discussion categories were general 
peer discussions, followed by discussions of farming techniques or marketing opportunities; and that the 
main perceived benefits were networking opportunities, problem-solving, skills development, and market 
access. The main challenges faced by group users were the lack of reliable connectivity and the sharing 
of irrelevant content. The findings indicate the presence of strong elements of mutual engagement, joint 
enterprise, and shared repertoire, thus indicating that the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group can be 
regarded as an example of a CoP. 
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1. Introduction
The internet and mobile networks have transformed the provision and dissemination of agricultural 
information in Kenya (Ireri, 2021). Kenyan online services, including social media, are now flooded with 
information that a farmer can access, and farmers can easily post information about their practices. In 
2024, it was estimated that more than 10 million Kenyans had access to social media networks, a threefold 
increase since 2014 (Statista, 2025). It was also found that Kenyan social media users were using WhatsApp 
and TikTok most frequently, with WhatsApp, used by 86.8% of those on social media, being the most popular 
social media platform in the country (Statista, 2025).

Social media platforms have been found to be useful in helping Kenyan farmers acquire fundamental 
information on matters such as breeding, seed selection, markets, and the use of appropriate practices 
(Irungu et al., 2015). When information circulates in groups of individuals or entities sharing common goals 
and behaviours, these groups can be referred to as communities of practice (CoPs). The CoP concept was 
first proposed by Lave and Wenger (1991) and was then popularised by Wenger (1998). The concept has 
since been deployed, by Wenger and others, in numerous contexts, including agricultural settings. CoPs are 
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groups of individuals who work in similar and related fields, share common interests and objectives, and 
engage in communication and knowledge enhancement processes (Vincent et al., 2018). Keir et al. (2021) 
have found that social media networks complement the development of CoPs as platforms for boosting 
the provision and dissemination of information and resources. Social media networks offer platforms for 
conversation among individuals who might not have been familiar with each other, thus generating a linked, 
informed, and knowledgeable community with common interests. 

In Kenya, agriculture is a critical sector that contributes 33% to the GDP, and the majority (70%) of rural 
residents are employed in the sector (FAO, 2024). This study explored participation by Kenyan small-scale 
farmers in the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group. In the group, which had 248 members at the time 
of the study in late 2024, users engage in information-sharing and discussion on agricultural matters. The 
research, conducted through an online questionnaire, examined the group members’ engagement patterns 
and modes of interaction when using the group, as well as the perceived impact of the group on members’ 
agricultural knowledge; the perceived main benefits derived from using the group; the challenges that 
members face when seeking to communicate via the group; and the members’ recommendations for 
improving the group. As part of the data analysis, the study explored the extent to which the Agri-Society 
Network exhibits three elements that are considered to be core features of CoPs: mutual engagement, joint 
enterprise, and shared repertoire.

2. Literature review
Communities of practice (CoPs) 
As Wenger (2011) writes, “[c]ommunities of practice are groups of people who share a concern or a 
passion for something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact regularly” (2011, p. 1). CoPs 
are groupings in any discipline that aim to share knowledge and learning within that discipline. Wenger’s 
conceptualisation emphasises three key elements that define CoPs: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, 
and shared repertoire (Mercieca, 2016; Mercieca & McDonald, 2021; Wenger, 1998). Mutual engagement 
refers to ongoing, meaningful interactions and relationships among CoP members (Gijbels et al., 2021; 
Wenger, 1998). Joint enterprise refers to a sense of shared purpose that connects CoP members and fosters 
collaboration (Gijbels et al., 2021; Wenger, 1998). The shared repertoire comprises the shared knowledge, 
concepts, tools, language, and practices developed over time within the CoP to support the members’ work 
(Gijbels et al., 2021; Wenger, 1998).

CoPs and social media
Social media platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook, and X (formerly Twitter) have been found to be among 
the most useful tools for developing and managing CoPs, especially in rural and low-resource areas (Dai et 
al., 2017; McLoughlin et al., 2017; Moodley, 2019), because social media increase the potential for the virtual 
realisation of commonalities in objectives in practice (Kavoura, 2014). Via social media tools, knowledge 
transfer can occur synchronously among participants in diverse locales, including participants in rural 
and resource-limited environments (Mhlanga & Ndhlovu, 2023; Nampijja, 2021). Sivakumar et al. (2023) 
establish the shift in knowledge construction that is taking place through social media platforms, which 
allow people to create knowledge-saturated communities to share information, ideas, and best practices 
regardless of geographical location.

Social media groups intuitively support the tasks necessary for (formal and informal) knowledge acquisition, 
which is at the core of the CoP concept. Through instant messaging, individual members of a social media 
group can support each other, share experiences, and exchange information on best practices in real time. 
Social media groups facilitate ongoing learning and practice development (Hanekom, 2019). 

Social media and agricultural CoPs
The rapid information dissemination that social media groups enable is crucial for knowledge-sharing on 
farming and agricultural marketing matters including, for example, information on weather patterns and 
on the prices of agricultural products in local markets. Text, images, videos, and voice-messages are all 
ideal for sharing information in social media groups, and the transmission of such information is critical in 
agriculture, where much of the knowledge acquisition and knowledge-sharing is based on practice (Thakur 
et al., 2017). 
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A study by Eduafo et al. (2024) found that social media networking assists farmers in accessing correct, 
timeous information, which is fundamental in managing market forces and mitigating the risks inherent in 
farming. A study by Morepje et al. (2024) found that social media platforms aid in overcoming agricultural 
market-access barriers by directly connecting farmers to buyers, suppliers, and other sector participants.

However, at the same time, social-media-based agricultural communities are not without challenges. A 
study by Sandeep et al. (2022) found that while social media communities can democratise information 
access, they can also create information overload for individuals, especially when the information flow is 
unregulated and unfocused. This can lead to the spreading of inaccurate information on a particular topic 
and to member disengagement from certain community discussions. Another challenge, as identified in 
the Mokhtar et al. (2022) study, is the sometimes-low level of digital literacy among rural farmers in regions 
such as Sub-Saharan Africa, due to limited access to and use of digital technologies and digital skills early 
in life.

WhatsApp and CoPs
WhatsApp is the most commonly used form of social media for agricultural groupings in developing-world 
settings (Sandeep et al., 2022). Hence, WhatsApp is a communication and learning tool that fits well with 
the concept of CoPs (Hanekom, 2019). For example, the acquisition of expertise via a CoP depends in part 
on the availability of mentors, and the simplicity and ubiquity of WhatsApp allow for the kinds of long-term 
informal interactions on which mentoring depends (Farnsworth et al., 2016).

According to Nain et al. (2019), WhatsApp has revolutionised the dissemination of information in agriculture 
because WhatsApp groups allow farmers and agribusinesses to share crucial information on best practices, 
market opportunities, and new farming techniques. Group communication in WhatsApp also enables 
participants to maintain their business relationships with suppliers and other stakeholders as they update 
on the trends, regulations, and innovations within the agricultural sector (Patel et al., 2020). Participation 
in WhatsApp groups also improves farmers’ market access because the groups give real-time production 
information and provide for the quick dissemination of, and response to, such information, allowing farmers 
to make timely and optimal decisions (Patel et al., 2020). Networking has been identified as another core 
dimension of agricultural CoPs that is fostered by WhatsApp groups (Patel et al., 2020). 

3. Research design
This study used an explorative case-study design to examine members’ use of the Agri-Society Network 
WhatsApp group. This WhatsApp CoP was created by a passionate small-scale livestock farmer/student in 
August 2024. The farmer began by inviting an initial 24 people he knew well to the group, and then increased 
membership by inviting individuals he met at agriculture and agribusiness fairs, with the membership 
having grown to 248 at the time of this study. Data for the study was collected through a structured Google 
Form online survey that was made available via the group. The survey had six sections, covering the 
following: demographics; engagement patterns; perceived benefits; challenges; recommendations; and 
final reflections. The vast majority of the questions were closed-ended, with only three questions being 
open-ended, as follows:

•	 Can you share an example of how this group has positively impacted your work?
•	 What improvements would you suggest for the WhatsApp group to be more effective?
•	 Are there additional tools or features you’d like to see integrated with the WhatsApp group?

 
The survey was conducted for two weeks in November–December 2024, and elicited responses from 174 of 
the 248 members who were in the group at the time of the data collection, thus achieving a 70% response 
rate. The study’s methods and potential implications were explained to the participants by the group’s 
administrator through the group chat, and there was unanimous approval by the group’s members for 
the study to take place. The members were told that their participation was optional and that they could 
quit at any time without any consequences or explanations. The respondents’ anonymity was maintained, 
as personally identifiable information was not recorded. Group membership was verified via the mobile 
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numbers of CoP WhatsApp users and not via their names. The survey design allowed participants to skip 
any question that they deemed sensitive and/or irrelevant to their individual practice.

The survey findings were analysed in terms of the extent to which they corresponded to the three core features 
of CoPs outlined above: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. The responses to the 
closed-ended questions generated quantitative data. The responses to the open-ended responses were 
subjected to thematic analysis guided by the framework of Braun and Clarke (2006), whereby responses 
were coded and grouped into common themes.

4. Findings
Participant demographics
The demographic analysis of the 174 survey responses revealed that the Agri-Society Network had a diverse 
membership. In terms of age, 30% (n = 52) of the respondents were aged 18–24, 29% (n = 50) were aged 
25–34, and 16% (n = 28) were aged 45 and older. In terms of gender representation within the group, 62.2% 
(n = 108) of the survey participants identified as male, and 37.8% (n = 66) as female. 

The respondents were from 27 of the 47 counties of Kenya, with the largest percentage of participants 
being from the counties of Nairobi (9.2% (n = 16)), Kisii (14% (n = 24)), Kiambu (8.6% (n = 15)), Kisumu (8% 
(n = 14)), and Nakuru (7.5% (n = 13)); there were smaller but still significant percentages from the counties 
of Uasin Gishu, Meru, Mombasa, Nyeri, Machakos, and Kakamega. The other counties represented, but 
with very small numbers of participants or with a single participant, were Bungoma, Nyandarua, Kericho, 
Murang’a, Nyamira, Eldoret, Kitui, Homabay, Narok, Embu, Kirinyaga, Laikipia, Makueni, Migori, Siaya, and 
Trans Nzoia.

With respect to their primary roles in agriculture, 32.2% (n = 56) of the respondents identified as agribusiness 
entrepreneurs, followed by farmers (24.1% (n = 42)), consultants/advisors (18.4% (n = 32)), students (16.1% 
(n = 28)), and family business operators (9.2% (n = 16)).

Group participation
As seen in Figure 1, 37.4% (n = 65) of respondents indicated that they used the WhatsApp group daily, while 
another 29.9% (n = 52) did so several times a week; 20.7% (n = 36) were weekly users, 1.7% (n = 3) were 
monthly users, and 10.3% (n = 18) categorised their use as “rarely”.

Figure 1: Rate of participation
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Content engagement
Figure 2 shows the content types that the participants said they most frequently engaged with in 
the WhatsApp group. The most popular content type was peer discussions, with 25.7% (n = 45) of the 
respondents indicating this was the content that they most frequently engaged with, followed by farming 
techniques (25.4% (n = 44)), marketing opportunities (21.1% (n = 37)), equipment sourcing (10.6% (n = 18)), 
and seed sourcing (17.2% (n = 30)). 

Figure 2: Content types receiving most frequent engagement

Modes of interaction
With respect to the participants’ primary modes of interaction with the group, it was found, as seen in Figure 
3, that 33.9% (n = 59) primarily shared information and resources, 29.3% (n = 51) primarily asked questions, 
18.4% (n = 32) primarily provided advice or solutions, and 18.4% (n = 32) primarily browsed without actively 
participating.

Figure 3: Primary modes of interaction with the group 

Benefits of participation
With respect to the perceived benefits from participation in the WhatsApp group, it was found, as shown 
in Figure 4, that 32.1% (n = 56) of respondents identified networking opportunities as their primary benefit, 
21% (n = 37) identified problem-solving, 18.3% (n = 32) identified skill development, 18% (n = 32) identified 
market access, and 10.5% (n = 18) identified seed variety/improved breeds. 
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Figure 4: Benefits of participation in the group

Challenges to participation
With respect to challenges faced by study participants when using the WhatsApp group, it was found, as 
seen in Figure 5, that the greatest challenges were lack of reliable connectivity (ranked highest by 31.9% 
(n = 56) of respondents) and irrelevant content shared by members (31.3% (n = 54)). Information overload 
(19.8% (n = 34)) and digital literacy issues (16.5% (n = 29)) were ranked highest by fewer respondents.

Figure 5: Challenges to participation in the group

Members’ recommendations
In response to the open-ended questions seeking recommendations on potential improvements and possible 
additional tools, increased organisation or moderation of content was the most common recommendation, 
mentioned in more than 40% of the replies. Specific recommendations were to have focused Q&A sessions 
on certain topics; to create content rules to filter out irrelevant posts and minimise repetitive content; and 
to have posts providing regular (e.g., weekly) updates or highlights. With respect to additional tools, there 
was interest in adding features that would facilitate organisation and interaction, such as task management 
tools to schedule and receive reminders; content curation tools to save and categorise shared information; 
and polling and survey tools to get group feedback on certain group features. Most of the recommendations 
were, therefore, clearly linked to addressing the identified challenges (cited above) of irrelevant content and 
information overload.
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Members’ impact stories
The survey questionnaire’s open-ended question regarding impact—can you share an example of how this 
group has positively impacted your work?—yielded some compelling impact stories. 

A female vegetable farmer from Narok County wrote that the group had helped her to transition from 
subsistence to commercial farming. Initially, she had difficulty contacting buyers and did not have a reliable 
source for farming advice. After joining the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group, she received advice on 
irrigation practices that were applicable to her area, which is semi-arid, and advice on the most suitable 
varieties of vegetables. Additionally, through the group she met individuals who wanted to buy her produce, 
which assisted her commercialisation efforts. As she wrote in her questionnaire response: “Sold produce 
faster through shared market leads.” 

A male coffee farmer from Nyeri County wrote that before becoming a member of the WhatsApp group, he 
struggled to find buyers for his beans. With the help of the group, he had now contacted several additional 
bulk buyers, thus expanding his income. He had also benefited from group members’ expertise in post-
harvest handling, thus ensuring better-quality beans and fewer spoilt ones. 

A female mango farmer in Kitui County wrote about how she secured a buyer for her fruit through the group, 
thus increasing profits for her enterprise. She wrote: “Secured a buyer for my mangoes through the group, 
thus increasing profits.” 

A male maize farmer from Homabay County wrote that the group had helped him to overcome challenges 
with the cost of farm inputs and with the transport of farm produce to markets in major towns.

Another male maize farmer, from Nakuru County, wrote: “I can consult with agricultural experts in the group 
and even get free advice without travelling to some far-off agricultural office.”

A male tomato farmer from Nakuru County wrote of his improved pest control through participation in the 
group: “Managed to rid my tomatoes of disease through an organic pest control method learned via a video 
shared in the group.”

A male poultry farmer from Kiambu County wrote: “I found a mentor through this group who has helped me 
expand my poultry farm and improve my operations.”

5. Analysis 
In this section, the findings are analysed through the lenses of three core elements of the CoP framework: 
mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire.

Mutual engagement
As explained above in the literature review, Wenger’s (1998) conceptualisation of mutual engagement refers 
to CoP members’ ongoing, meaningful interactions and relationships. The findings from this study provide 
several examples of such engagement among members of the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group, e.g., 
in the findings that the majority of the respondents used the group daily or several times a week; that the 
primary identified uses of the group were to share information and resources and to ask questions; that the 
most popular discussion category was general peer discussions; and that the main perceived benefit was 
networking opportunities. Also pointing to strong mutual engagement were statements in the users’ written 
impact stories, e.g., “I can consult with agricultural experts in the group […]” and “I found a mentor through 
this group […]”.

Joint enterprise
In Wenger’s (1998) CoP framework, joint enterprise refers to a shared purpose connecting CoP members. A 
strong shared-purpose dimension can be seen in the several findings that point to group members’ desire 
to achieve improved marketing of their agricultural products. This shared purpose is clear in the survey 
finding that one of the most popular discussion categories was marketing opportunities, and the finding 
that one of the main perceived benefits of group participation was market access. This shared purpose 
is also present in the user-impact stories—all of which mention elements of improved market access—of 
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the vegetable farmer from Narok County, the coffee farmer from Nyeri County, the mango farmer in Kitui 
County, and the farmers from Homabay County.

The Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group members are clearly united by a shared need to increase the 
income they generate from their activities. Another, and linked, shared-purpose dimension is seen in the 
findings pointing to the need to improve farming practices (e.g., pest control, post-harvest handling).

Shared repertoire 
According to Wenger (1998), a CoP’s shared repertoire comprises its shared knowledge, concepts, tools, 
language, and practices. In the findings, the strongest shared-repertoire dimension is knowledge. The 
shared knowledge referenced in the findings includes knowledge of marketing opportunities, available 
transport, pest-control techniques, irrigation practices, and post-harvest handling. An example of a specific 
knowledge artefact shared in the group is the video, referred to by the male tomato farmer from Nakuru 
County, which the farmer said had helped him to rid his tomatoes of disease by using an organic pest-
control technique. The findings also point to the fact that the knowledge shared in the CoP is often expert 
knowledge, as evidenced in the impact-story statements: the Nakuru County maize farmer’s statement that 
“I can consult with agricultural experts in the group […]” and the Nyeri County coffee farmer’s mention that 
he had benefited from group members’ expertise in post-harvest handling.

6. Conclusion and recommendations
The findings of this study indicate that the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group has features that make 
it an example of an agricultural CoP. The study respondents pointed to the CoP being used as a means by 
which experiential, contextualised, and specialised knowledge is shared, thus helping farmers to transform 
the ways in which they practise agriculture and market their agricultural products. The study findings also 
point to measures that could be taken to potentially improve the functioning of this WhatsApp group and 
other similar virtual CoPs in Kenya.

Internet connectivity
In response to the challenge of unreliable internet connectivity identified in the study, the Kenyan national 
and county governments can take steps to improve connectivity in the country’s remote rural areas.

Moderation
In response to the challenge of irrelevant content being posted, the group administrator could introduce 
elements of moderation by establishing content parameters and taking down content that does not fit 
within the parameters.

Digital literacy
In response to digital-literacy challenges, e-learning modules could be offered to the group, covering, inter 
alia, the use of all of WhatsApp’s functionality, and creating, packaging, and sharing information items. 

Enhanced networking
Kenyan agricultural organisations could engage members of the Agri-Society Network WhatsApp group 
in virtual networking events such as mentoring sessions, webinars, and workshops—so as to ensure 
optimal engagements and relationships among members, including innovative business relationships and 
entrepreneurial linkages between experienced farmers and newcomers.
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