Session #2 Summary Report

June 18, 2025
Topic: Middle adopters — How should we adjust our messaging and services to better
meet the needs of the “middle adopters”?

Introduction
25 people participated, representing:

4 farmers (also included in other categories)

3 farmer organizations

3 food/ag industry (including 1 local agronomists)
8 environment or food advocacy organizations

7 government (4 state or federal, 3 SWCD)

4 University and Extension

Presentation

Sarah Roth (U of M Water Resources Center) talked about what we learned about middle
adopters from the MOSH farmer survey. Slides are here (pdf).

50% of respondents self-identified as middle adopters, and about 40% as early adopters.
Middle adopters, compared to early adopters:

Have less diverse cropping systems (62% vs. 38% only grow corn and soybeans)

Are less likely to have a stewardship identity, feel responsible for the environment, or feel
influenced by conservation norms.

Have less of a sense of control.

Use conventional tillage more and conservation practices less.

Are more likely to expect a yield drag and little environmental benefit of SH practices.
Have had fewer interactions with conservation professionals such as SWCD or NRCS
staff (48% vs. 35% have never met with a conservationist)

Discussion
What are key differences between early and middle adopters?

Early adopters are more willing or able to take on risk. They want to make it work.

What are the implications for messaging?

Avoid being dogmatic or implying people are dumb or wrong for farming the way they do.
o Cover crops don’t suit every situation.
o What counts as “no-till”?
Tell more financial stories. Demonstrations are convincing, but they still have to know
how it will pay. What is the path?
C discussion is not a big decision factor, so don’t bother having that discussion.
Approaches to messaging
o A good story-telling sequence: “What we are doing; why we are doing it; how it
played out agronomically (including the fails); how it played out financially; and
what we are doing next time.”
o Grow More talks about how to use different “frames”, e.g. risk, finance, legacy,
etc. to present information.
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/19bCebKke-4hTrhkl4IqUtQFQng0pO4xc/view?usp=drive_link

o Don't start with the practice you are trying to promote. Start with what the farmer
is doing and aiming for.
o Lac qui Parle has a July 18 regenerative ag event titled “High yields in your
fields”.
Address renters: what is the path to SHMSs on rented land?
Acknowledge the impact of crop insurance, which is required for financing. Higher yield
is important for APH.
How do we reach younger farmers? What do they want?
Decisions have to be farmer driven and they have to have clear goals (erosion, net
income, etc.)

Potential actions

e Agronomists:
o be attuned to a greater range of goals that the client wants to accomplish.
o Understand, financially, how to make it work. Understand the agronomic process

for switching practices.

e SWCDs
o Talk about finances
o Address risk and the whole thought process of transitioning

e Retailers
o It's unrealistic to expect retailers to be helpful to farmers who want to reduce
input costs.

e Absentee landlords:
o Recognize different audiences: Some want top rent and don’t care about the
management. Others want specific practices and will take lower rent.
Multiple sectors
o Move towards consistent messaging. When farmers hear from their banker,
SWCD, regulator, agronomist all telling them to do different things, farmers do the
same as last year.

Conclusions about priority actions

e Refine messaging: Develop consistent messaging across sectors. Be flexible what

practices/systems are promoted. Pay attention to how we frame the messages.

Focus on risk management.

Improve information about soil health management systems. Get better economic
information. Get better information about how much soil health management is actually
happening.

e Strengthen the role of local agronomists. Collaborate with crop consultants. Build training
and motivation for private advisors to provide more SHMS technical support. E.g.
establish a Trusted Advisor Partnership (TAP) program.

e Support farmers: Better cost share programs. Support early adopters to serve as
examples and mentors.

Buyers/processors could do more to incentivize changes in practices.
Collaborate on presenting events and making consistent messages. Look for new
partners for delivering messages.
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