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Who comes to conservation 
events?
⊷Conservation-oriented farmers
⊷ Long-time practice adopters
⊷Agency personnel

A Central Challenge in Conservation 
Outreach
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Information Deficit Model
⊷ “If people only knew the facts…”

⊶Knowledge is not often the most 
important barrier → necessary but 
insufficient

⊶Change in awareness may not lead 
to behavior change

⊷Outreach should address the most 
relevant barriers and motivations for 
the audience

The Traditional Outreach Model
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Behavior Change and 
Effective Communications

⊷ Expanding on the traditional 
outreach model

⊷ Diffusion of Innovations 
theory

⊷ Social norms and 
conservation culture

⊷Messaging to non-adopters



5 2021-2023 Conservation Champions



Outreach Capacity Building
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⊷Grow More
⊶Training workshops for conservation 

professionals
⊸ SWCDs, Extension, NRCS, NGOs

⊶Focused on behavior change science, 
communications guidance, and messaging 
innovation



Morris, C., J.G. Arbuckle, C. DeLong, and C. Lindahl. 2021. Conservation Practitioner Poll 2021 Summary Report. Ankeny, IA: Soil and Water Conservation Society. 
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Grow More Training Locations



Effective Communications for Behavior Change

Message Messenger

Audience



Audience 
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How Do New Ideas Become Mainstream?
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⊷ Diffusion of Innovations 
theory
⊶ Describes the process of 

innovation spread
⊶ Highlights different mental 

models within a population
⊶ Details aspects of 

innovation (characteristics 
of practices)



5 Categories of “Adopters”
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The Different Thought Processes of
Innovators and Late Adopters
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Innovators/Early Adopters

• Are more open to change, uncertainty
• Use longer timeframes to evaluate 

practices
• See failure as part of progress
• Do not respond as readily to social 

pressure



The Different Thought Processes of
Innovators and Late Adopters
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Middle/Late Adopters

• Are uncomfortable with new 
ideas that challenge existing 
thinking

• Use shorter time frames
• See failure as a stain on their 

reputation
• Are concerned with what others 

are doing



Variation in response to social signals
Responds 
strongly  to social 
signals

Driven by 
future benefits

Driven by 
avoiding risk

Responds strongly 
to technical 
information



Responds 
strongly  to social 
signals

Driven by 
future benefits

Driven by 
avoiding risk

Responds strongly 
to technical 
information

Variation in response to social signals
The Tipping Point:

When a practice becomes common 
enough to be seen as 

socially/culturally acceptable. Leads 
to rapid adoption by the majority of 

the community



Responds 
strongly  to social 
signals

Driven by 
future benefits

Driven by 
avoiding risk

Responds strongly to 

technical information

Keys
1. Build social acceptance 
(especially injunctive norms)

2. Minimize the perceived risk

Variation in response to social signals



Messengers for Middle Adopters



Strategies for Reaching the Tipping Point

1. Maximize innovator success
2. Equip innovators to counter 

skepticism
3. Make it socially and 

emotionally safe for Middle 
Adopters to adopt

4. Get non-farmer influencers to 
support practices



Strategies to Overcome Barriers
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1. Provide the right motivation
2. Speak your audiences language
3. Address key problems producers are 

facing
4. Frame the conversation by putting 

change and risk in context
5. Make it safe for change
6. Clear steps for success



Messages for Middle Adopters



⊷A way of structuring or presenting a 
problem or an issue to an audience

⊷Refers to the terms, phrases, and 
images we use to connect concepts

⊷Taps into past experiences, current 
attitudes, and emotions

Issue Framing

23



Traditional Frames for Ag Conservation
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o Economics
o Yield

o BMPs
o Stewardship
o Soil Health



Messages That Resonate
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• Solving problems
• Risk management
• Supply chain sustainability
• Personal & industry reputation
• Stewardship
• Legacy value of farming 

• Honoring the past
• Leaving it better for next 

generation



26

More Than Just Field Days



More Than Just Field Days



⊷Women Caring for 
the Land Learning 
Circles

⊷Stewardship 
Ambassador 
Program

Example: Women, Food, and Agriculture Network 
(WFAN, Iowa)
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Thanks!
You can find me at:
reimera@nwf.org
growingoutreach.nwf.org

mailto:reimera@nwf.org

