Where Do Farmers Get Information? The Role of

Trust and Information Networks on Conservation

I rotecting natural resources relies on active collaboration between farmers,
landowners, and conservation/watershed professionals

It is important to be able to communicate both the importance of taking
conservation action and how to implement practices, but conservation and outreach
professionals often struggle with finding the right messages and methods for
communicating with agricultural producers. Fortunately, there is good research that
can point us in the right direction about how to start this process.

When communicating about conservation issues with agricultural producers and
landowners, it is important to recognize where and how these audiences typically
seek out information. Like any group of people, the information habits of farmers
vary from person to person. How farmers receive information, from whom, and on
what topics are also important for resource and watershed professionals to
understand. Just as key is how farmers and landowners incorporate this information
into decisions they make on their farm; after all, protecting and enhancing water
quality, soil health, and wildlife habitat often relies on these land managers making
affirmative changes in their behavior.

The Importance of Trust in Information Sources

There have been several studies exploring where farmers receive information and
how these information habits influence on-farm decisions. Before sharing some of
the key takeaways from recent research, there are two important considerations to
keep in mind about how we think of information habits. One key distinction
demonstrated by these studies is that many farmers rely on a variety of information
sources, and that these can vary depending on the topic. Another important
distinction to be aware of is the role of information sources and information
channels. We can think of information sources as being the primary messenger or
deliverer of information (e.g., other farmers, university extension, crop advisors),
while the channel refers to the format or location of the information (e.g., print
media, radio, or online publications).
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Recent synthesis papers identified sources of information as a potentially important
influence in determining conservation adoption by farmers. Prokopy et al. (2019)[i]
looked at nearly 100 research studies on conservation practice adoption and the
wide variety of factors explored in these studies. When it came to information, the
authors distinguished between affiliation (the information source organization),
evaluation (whether the information was useful, trustworthy, or impacted decision-
making), and sought/used (how many or how frequently farmers used a particular
information source). In many studies, these factors had no discernible impact on
practice adoption, but when they did, they had a generally positive association. In
other words, when farmers actively seek information (especially about conservation
issues or practices) and when they have high trust in the source, that tends to lead to
greater likelihood of adoption.

In a companion paper, Ranjan et al. (2019)[ii] reviewed qualitative studies of farmer
adoption and found that many found trust in information sources as both a barrier
and a motivation, depending on the context. One of the primary findings in this
synthesis is @ major theme throughout studies of farmer information behaviors:
farmers trust other farmers and often seek out information from their peers more
than any other source. This finding is consistent throughout studies, including ones
that focus on conservation information specifically[iii] or on farm management in
generalliv].

There is also an important interplay between the source of information and the topic
of information. Farmers express different preferences when it comes to general
information about farming practices versus more content-specific information. In a
2012 survey, Midwestern corn growers were asked about the level of influence of a
variety of sources of information when it comes to making decisions about
agricultural practices and strategies V. Family was the most influential source,
followed by several groups in the agricultural retail sector: chemical dealers, seed
dealers, and consultants. Landlords and other farmers were next. While some public
sector agencies (USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service [NRCS] and university
extension) were in the middle, state agricultural agencies and conservation staff were
near the bottom of the list. Note that this survey was about generalized production

information.
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When it comes to conservation topics specifically, research does indicate higher
levels of trust and influence for traditional resource agencies[i]. Mase et al. (2015)
asked Midwestern farmers about their trust in a variety of sources of information
about soil and water conservation. In this study, university extension, local
conservation agencies, NRCS, and other public resource agencies were the most
trusted. It is also important to be aware that farmers, when compared with the public
at large, are more likely to be a bit more skeptical of any source of information. This
makes sense, given that they have more at stake when it comes to making decisions
about their operations.

Importantly, for agricultural producers, trust increases with familiarity, a finding that
emphasizes the importance of relationships when it comes to acting on information.
Moreover, among individual farmers, their preferences for what information they
receive from whom vary, depending on how trustworthy they perceive a source (note
here that there are multiple dimensions of trust: generalized trust toward a category
such as ag retail or extension, and interpersonal trust). Stuart et al. (2018)[ii] looked
at sources of information about nitrogen management among Midwestern corn
farmers and found that while generally farmers looked to private sector sources
(consultants, agronomists, fertilizer dealers) most, there were producers who most
relied on public sector sources, including university extension.

Farmer trust was key to where they sought information, and perceptions of how
trustworthy different sources were varied from person to person. The most important
aspect of trust was interpersonal; while many expressed skepticism about
information from agricultural retail generally, this skepticism could be overcome if
the farmer had a strong personal relationship with an individual retailer or advisor.
Another interesting finding is that for those expressing less trust in extension
advisors, many perceived university recommendations to be outdated compared with
information coming from private industry sources.
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It might be important to note that education and farm size are not necessarily
related to which sources of information farmers rely onl[i]; although these factors are
related to the number of sources farmers used, but not necessarily which sources. In
both studies, many farmers indicated that they sought and weighed information from
multiple sources to triangulate decisions.

Communication Channels with the Most Impact

In addition to who farmers look to for information, how they receive the information,
or the communication channel, can matter for how influential the information will
be. The research shows farmers appreciate field days, where they can see
conservation practices in action and network with other farmersli].

This may come to no surprise among conservation professionals. In fact,
conservation practitioners noted the value of such demonstrations from their own
experiences in the 2021 Conservation Practitioners Poll, where 76% of respondents
indicated field days were effective at promoting conservation practices[ii].

Similarly, in a survey of Indiana farmers, MacGowen et al. (2018)[iii] found that after
printed materials and in-person communication with family, friends, and neighbors,
farmers valued workshops and demonstrations. The same researchers analyzed the
survey and interviews with producers to explore the relationship between
demonstrations and field days and conservation adoption[iv]. This study found that
there was a moderate relationship between attending field days and later adopting
cover crops, nutrient management practices, and filter strips. It is important to note
that this may be a result of a selection bias, in which producers who were already
more likely to adopt a given practice attended field days on that topic. Regardless, in
interviews, farmers expressed the value of demonstrations in allowing interaction
and learning from producers outside their normal social network and the ability to
see practices in the field.
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IWhen it comes to preferred setup and promotion for field days, there is also some
good direction provided by research. MacGowen et al. (2018) found that producers
tended to prefer events with moderate durations, with most indicating preference
between 1and 4 hours in length. Farmers in this study tended to prefer weekday
events in the morning, and over a quarter of their sample indicated a willingness to
travel more than 50 miles to attend a field day.

In a study in the Mid-Atlantic, Read et al. (2021)[i] found that non-adopters were more
likely to attend events that were close to home and at a convenient time, while
conservation adopters were more willing to go out of their way to attend events. They
also found a preference for events focused on production-oriented information
among non-adopters, which may have implications for how to design events to reach
non-adopters.

The Bottom Line for Farmer Outreach

To summarize what all this research means for you and your outreach, it is first
Important to recognize that there is no one messenger or venue to effectively reach
all agricultural producers and landowners. Like any group of people, these are
individuals with different experiences and preferences. This requires conservation
professionals to use multiple strategies to reach various segments of these key
groups. Farmers, most of all, want to hear from other farmers about conservation
efforts. Field days, especially, are a valuable venue for connecting adopters and non-
adopters, but you should make efforts to connect conservation to other production
aspects to draw them in.

These opportunities for peer networking can also be an important source of positive
social norms for conservation (a rich topic for another research summary!). Consider
too how you can collaborate with the agriculture services industry, given how critical
these sources of information and advice are for many producers. Probably most
Important of all is spending the time to develop individual relationships with
producers and landowners to build trust and influence beyond whatever

organization you might represent. .
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