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The Need for Improved Messaging:

1. Decision making under 
risk/uncertainty does not fit 
rational economic approach
• Safety in groups

• Non-voluntary public occupation

• Uncertain info, status quo is 
safest

2. Not all farmers think alike



Learning Goals for this Session

1. Understand the different decision making models of 
farmers

2. Study messaging techniques to reach the largest 
group of untapped farmers

3. Explore strategies to maximize impact of your events



Strategies for Messaging to Middle Adopters

1. Start with the motivation

2. Speak in their terms

3. Solve problems

4. Get the disclaimer right

5. Protect the ego



Start with the 
Motivation

• Need to answer their question: 
What is the motivation for putting 
in the effort to change?

• Motivation > Fear of Change



Speak Their Language, Not Yours

Words to Avoid: Use:

• “This is what we do.”

• “A key part of (weed, risk, 
nutrient) management.

• Easier.

• Basic steps to success

• Start simple

• Common principles

• Innovative

• New

• Trial and error

• Learning curve

• Experiment

• Try it

• Every farm is different



Solve Existing Problems
• General benefits not the same as solving problems

• Existing problems have more traction than potential benefits

• Solving problems=Avoiding risk

Photos taken August 8th, 2016. No till corn planted 5 days before conventional till.



The Disclaimer

• We do not want to oversell
• So we often get this:

• “Cover crops are an innovative 
new practice. You will have some 
failures, but overall you will be 
better off. 



The Disclaimer

• We can avoid overselling without 
scaring middle adopters:

• “This isn’t a guarantee, but what in 
farming has ever been a guarantee? If 
you want the best chance at success 
you need to stay ahead of the biggest 
problems. Cover crops provide one of 
the best tools for staying ahead of our 
biggest problems.”



Protecting the Ego

• Provide a means for your audience to protect their 
ego for past refusal to change:

1. Acknowledge legitimate reasons for not
adopting earlier.

2. Tie to new reasons for adopting now (Note
how the context is different)



Messaging Recap:

1. Start with the Motivation

2. Speak in their terms

3. Solve problems

4. Get the Disclaimer Right

5. Protect the ego



Introduction to Behavior:

Identifying Mental Models



Let’s talk about humans

• Rational?
• Decisions based on information?

• Pure cost-benefit analysis



How do people actually make decisions?

• Personal Experience
• Emotions



So why do we believe people can change 
solely based on information?

• Knowledge/information deficit model



The Many Factors in Decision Making

1. Values/emotions

2. Social support

3. Change aversion

4. Access to information

5. Economic ROI



How Do New Ideas Become Mainstream?

• Diffusion of innovation theory

• Different mental models



5 Categories of “Mental Models”



The Chasm is real and 
it is substantial



The Thought Processes of 
Different Mental Models

• Middle/Late Adopters:
• Are uncomfortable with new ideas 

that challenge existing thinking

• See failure as a stain on their 
reputation

• Use strict short time-frames

• Are concerned with what others 
are doing to define what they will 
do

• Innovators/ Early Adopters:
• Are more open to new or 

challenging ideas/more 
comfortable with uncertainty

• See failure as part of progress

• Use longer timeframes to evaluate 
options

• Do not respond as readily to social 
pressure



How can you identify different mental 
models?

• Language- Talk to them!

• Key phrases, words and 
motivations will tell the tale.



Questions and Discussion



Lesson 3 
Planning Outreach Events



It’s all about how you frame it!



Traditional Frames for Conservation

Economics
Yield



Alternative Frames

• Risk management
• Religious values
• Water quality (for local community) and climate (for global 

community)
• Supply chain sustainability
• Legacy value of farming (leaving it better for next generation)
• Others?



How do you start

• What is your end goal?

• Who is your audience?



Who is your audience?
What do you know about your 
audience? 

What are their mental models 
and concerns?

What frame(s) might appeal to 
their specific interests and 
concerns?



Choose correct speaker for frame

Who would best present the chosen frame? 

Who would be most persuasive with your 
audience? 

Who can present the frame most 
authentically?



Consider the Atmosphere

Consider conditions that will make your 
audience feel most comfortable to discuss 
the challenges, barriers, fears and benefits 
of change



Power of Side Conversations

• Reinforcement

• Eavesdropping

• Timing



Small Group Activity

1. Break into small groups

2. Work with your group to determine an alternative/ non 
traditional frame (not crop production or financial) to 
present at the event

3. Where would it be held?



Questions and Discussion
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