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About This Report:
Understanding the Barriers and Pathways to Change

Despite massive investments and collaboration from both
the public and private sectors, gaps remain in the pursuit of
sustainable production goals across U.S. agriculture.
To empower the organizations working to drive farm-level
change to deliver impact more efficiently and effectively, Field To
Market: The Alliance for Sustainable Agriculture and Trust In Food
collaborated to develop this report, based on survey responses
from over 500 row crop farmers across the U.S.
This report is intended to provide a snapshot of the state of
sustainable agricultural production. It is designed specifically to
unpack the many barriers and pathways to regenerative change
farmers face in their day-to-day reality, using a socio-culturaleconomic lens.
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Foreword
The state of U.S. agricultural sustainability efforts stands today at a crossroads. As the “new normal”
of a global pandemic and heightened weather, supply chain, and market extremes continues, farm financial
health, profitability, and financial efficiency have all continued to decline since 2013.
Despite government efforts to shore up farm financial health, farmers
still feel as alone as they did in 2020 while absorbing the shock of these
changes. Meanwhile, in the midst of such challenges, Field to Market’s latest
National Indicators Report highlights that conservation practice adoption
and sustainability outcomes have begun to reflect the strain, as continuous
improvement in key environmental outcomes has plateaued in recent years.
All these factors can and must be addressed to break our industry’s plateau
and support farmers in embracing the agronomic and financial risk of
transitioning to more sustainable practices. To do so, the need for financial
mechanisms to address these barriers—as well as social science research
to unlock the human dimensions that drive behavior changes and new
practice adoption—is more critical than ever before. At the same time, we
recognize that financing alone may not be enough to drive real change. The
challenge and opportunity facing our industry is how to unlock the right mix
of incentives—often a blend of financial incentives, technical assistance and
tailored support based on psychosocial, or “human dimensions”, insights —
to help farmers de-risk the transition to more sustainable practices.
What are the “human dimensions of change,” in this context? Most simply, they
can be looked at as a tool to better understand a farmer’s perspective. In a
human dimensions context, we gain a deeper understanding of how producers
think, feel, and take action. We understand that a producer’s perspective is
made up of a diversity of motivations, values, and barriers, and that like all of us,
farmers view themselves through a variety of identities—business owner, parent,
community member, neighbor. It is a lens through which we can gain insight into
every part of farmer decision making; from risk tolerance to profit motivation,
and from big, obvious motivators to the ways that the less-examined smaller
factors undergird and influence them.
The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

Field to Market’s recent Financial Innovations to
Accelerate Sustainable Agriculture: Blueprints for
the Value Chain report underscores the importance
of supporting farmers in sharing in the risk and
the reward of transition. In the words of Brandon
Hunnicutt, Field to Market’s chair and a Nebraska
farmer, while technology innovations “have a
role to play,” there is instead a more “urgent need
for the broader value chain to better understand
and create the necessary enabling conditions
to support farmers in a transition to sustainable
agriculture, including a focus on social science
research and financial mechanisms.”

There is [an] urgent need for the
broader value chain to better
understand and create the
necessary enabling conditions to
support farmers in a transition to
sustainable agriculture, including
a focus on social science research
and financial mechanisms.”
—Brandon Hunnicutt

This report is just the beginning of an essential conversation the food and
agriculture industry must engage in to better understand the cultural,
psychological, social, identity and values-based factors that are part of
any farmer’s continuous improvement journey. If we are to rapidly scale
climate-smart agriculture, our success lies in designing effective financial and
nonfinancial incentive strategies tailored to meet farmers’ needs, challenges
and motivations.

Amy Skoczlas Cole
Executive Vice President
Trust in Food

Scott Herndon

President
Field to Market: The Alliance
for Sustainable Agriculture
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Key Findings
Profitability is driving motivation for farmers.
Unsurprisingly, an overwhelming majority of producers (76%) selected some form of profitability when asked what
indicator is most important to assess their operation’s performance. However, the report also revealed “softer”
motivations and barriers that play a significant role, such as perceived level of effort, opinions of neighbors and peers,
and perception of risk.

Reframing value through a farmer lens.
Nearly two-thirds of farmers (59%) said they have never calculated the economic benefit(s) provided by adopting
conservation agriculture practices and 22% said they see no value in calculating this. Re-casting this calculation
process as a critical component to financial decision making success on the farm could increase its use.

Mobilizing the middle majority of farmers requires a different approach
than early adopters.
With 88% of growers indicating they are not currently involved in a private company’s supply chain sustainability
program, there is significant opportunity for downstream brands and retailers to mobilize the middle majority of
growers by tailoring solutions to address the diversity of farmer needs and motivations.

The food and ag value chain must carefully consider the perception by farmers
of their role in driving change on the ground.
While farmers wish to improve the profitability of their operations, the majority of farmers (53%) believe that the
downstream supply chain should not influence on-farm production practice, underscoring that an intermingling of
economics and personal independence is a central driver to the slow or stalled uptake of change across agriculture.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Actionable Insights
Now is the time to re-frame, re-cast, and re-imagine.
A recurring theme throughout this research is the idea of re-framing or re-casting issues and taking a fresh approach. It is likely
the case that the industry has run the course on several approaches to dealing with different challenges in scaling sustainable
outcomes for agriculture, as evidenced by plateauing progress. By taking a fresh approach to various components of
conservation agriculture and presenting things in a different light, through a different lens, it may be possible to shift producer
perceptions and values. For example, 59% of respondents said they have never calculated the economic benefit(s) provided
by adopting conservation agriculture practices and 22% said they see no value in calculating this. Re-casting this calculation
process as a critical component to financial decision making success on the farm could increase its use.

Use a systems approach to design end-to-end, comprehensive education and incentive programs.
Throughout this report we highlight the importance of understanding the confluence and interplay of various factors on the
adoption of conservation-related practices. Time and again we see multiple influences interacting to shape producer behaviors,
yet not enough sustainability initiatives designed to account for this complex web of pressures. All 13 of potential challenges
(such as uncertainty, access to capital, free time, etc.) to adoption that we measured producer perceptions of in this survey were
named as at least minor barriers by 30% or more of producers; only 1 was named not a barrier by more than 25% of producers.
By providing solutions that address multiple areas of need, and designing supply chain sustainability initiatives or incentive
programs that meaningfully address a substantial range of the web of factors influencing producers, advocates for new
practices can likely be more successful in achieving their adoption goals.

Meet producers where they are, with what they need—but don’t forget the importance of what they want.
The data in this report paints a clear picture that producers lack the decision making support and business management tools
they need to evolve their operations towards the expanded adoption of more conservation-minded management practices. It is
important that these tools are developed with the end user (producers) in mind, and presented alongside incentives, messaging
and education that support and drive their use. By equipping producers to evolve and validate their own understanding of
conservation’s value proposition, organizations can speed up the adoption rate.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Golden Triangle for Accelerating
On-Farm Climate Impact
Offer blended solutions—not standalone
incentives—to drive change.
In order to drive Sustained Change in on-farm production practices and management
techniques, organizations should focus on providing producers with end-to-end, blended
solutions that address a variety of needs, rather than standalone incentives. This report
identifies clear and consistent signals that producer decision making is influenced by a variety
of factors, many of which are traditionally not addressed via sustainability initiatives or incentive
programs. We suggest designing Blended Solutions that integrate tailor-built strategies,
designed for specific producers being targeted and informed by first-party research on that
group. Following the Golden Triangle for Accelerating On-Farm Climate-Smart Practices—
you can rapidly scale impact by incorporating and aligning strategies across three dimensions.

Human Dimensions Support
The Human Dimensions of change factor in how farmers
think, feel, and take action across psychological,
social and cultural considerations. For meaningful
and sustained practice change to occur, producers
must believe the change is aligned with their values
and identities, is culturally acceptable among their
community and meets core needs. This starts, but does
not end, with trust for the groups requesting change.
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cultural norms
Personal identity
Community and family opinions
Core values
Operational hopes and fears
Perceptions, opinions, and attitudes

Human
Dimensions Support
Climate Impact

Technical
Assistance

Financial Incentives

Technical Assistance
In order to implement (and sustain) on-farm practice
change, producers must be confident in their ability to
physically manage the change. This means they must
understand how to implement the change and be
able to do so. Understanding the agronomics and how
the change in practice fits into their farming system is
key, as is understanding the equipment management,
planning, and execution. Confidence in the privacy
of their data and implementation and use of data
management technology is also paramount.
•
•
•
•
•

Peer to peer learning
Trusted adviser counseling
Farm visits and demo days
Educational resources
Training and tool

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

Financial
Incentives

Undertaking on-farm practice change costs money and
creates risk for the producer. Most producers need both
financial support to make the transition and ways to
visualize and understand long-term ROI implications
over the long run. It is important to identify what financial
incentives address farmers needs and challenges. There
is no one-size-fits-all financial mechanism.

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Cost-share
Pay-for-performance
Price premiums
Risk sharing
Leasing incentives
Transition operating loans
Supply chain finance
Value-add marketing opportunities
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Incentives

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
The use of incentives to drive the voluntary adoption of conservation and
regenerative farming practices has been a central pillar to program design
for decades. While not always entirely successful, and in fact sometimes
detrimental, the use of incentives has been shown to drive increases in

conservation practice adoption. There are, however, plenty of examples of
incentive programs which struggled or failed to achieve their mission. To
provide insight into why some incentives work in some cases and not in others,
we asked producers to tell us what kind of incentive is most attractive to them.

How likely would you be to change, if you were provided with any of the below in exchange
for adopting a conservation/regenerative practice, product, or technology on your operation?

Likely

Unsure But
Maybe

Not Likely

Price premium provided to you at sale/market time by your traditional buyer/customer

57%

35%

7%

Payments to you made through participation in a private carbon market or similar

31%

52%

17%

Tax incentives

49%

40%

10%

Improved access to new and/or better marketing (sales) opportunities

44%

45%

11%

Financial warranty or safety net to hedge against any impacts to yield incurred through change

45%

43%

12%

Cost-share payments through participation in a federal, state, or county government program

40%

46%

14%

Subsidized crop-insurance buy-up to manage risk

40%

42%

18%

Pay for performance premium program that rewards you for delivering specific environmental outcomes

38%

47%

15%

Improved access to land, including longer or better lease terms

37%

40%

22%

Cost-share payments made to you through participation in a program run by an environmental or
conversation non-profit

33%

47%

20%

Reduced rates, improved terms, or increase credit provided by financial institution

32%

43%

25%

Field
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Incentives

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
Analysis
Scores for all incentives across the “Not Likely” measure are low across the
board, ranging from 7-25%. It is likely that every incentive studied here will
conceivably have some measure of impact in contributing to practice change
if properly deployed. However, there remains significant uncertainty for many
incentives, with the “Unsure but maybe” reaction measures ranging from
35-51% across the board. These findings largely reinforce trends from
previous years’ editions of this report.
Each farm operation will have a unique relationship with and outlook
towards incentives. Likewise, the many individuals involved in managing a
farm operation may have differing opinions, needs, and desires. To avoid
wasted effort or ineffective sustainability education or incentive programs,
it is important to front-load the deployment process with robust producer
listening sessions combined with deep market research and landscape review
to truly understand what the producer(s) both want and need. Once that is
determined, the proper incentive and deployment strategy can be developed
by organizations targeting these producers for change.

The incentives reviewed in the survey can be framed as approaching the
process of behavior change from two different directions: the potential to
maximize profit (i.e. the addition of a market-side price premium or new or
improved access to markets) or the potential to minimize risk (i.e. reducing
anticipated annual operating costs via tax reduction, a safety net versus
yield impacts, or subsidized crop insurance). In high-risk professions such as
farming, perceived security against risk is a common prerequisite for taking
even advantageous actions to maximize reward. Farmer focus groups or
interviews should be conducted to determine which incentive package would
be most attractive to farmers. These listening efforts should seek to tease out
whether imbalanced incentive packages which emphasize either risk reduction
or profitability to the exclusion of the other, prevents farmers from perceiving
the full benefits of either.

Contributing To Impact: Incentives
Several potential incentives scored at or around the 50% mark for the “Likely” response, while over half of the potential responses scored less
than 45% for “Likely.” In addition to focusing on the highest scoring incentives and their role, it is important to consider the potential role the lower-scoring
responses might have in contributing to behavior change incentivization. If incentives are viewed as a customizable package based on the producer’s
self-identified needs rather than prescriptive standalone sustainability initiatives, change programs may see better results.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Incentives

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
Actionable Insights
Organizations who deal with incentives in their continuous improvement programs should:

Condition the Market
Work to minimize uncertainty among producers around incentives
and the practices they are promoting through education and
outreach activities. It is important that these market-conditioning
activities cover not only the actual incentive and its associated
application/verification processes, but the agricultural management
practice the incentive is promoting. When possible, the two should
be linked and communicated about simultaneously for maximum
effect such that producers gain a better understanding of not only the
potential benefit of the incentive to their operation, but the practice
being incentivized as well.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

Package Individualized Incentives
Understand that a broad swath of incentives are appealing to varying
degrees and there is likely no silver bullet incentive or easy button.
Producer research and engagement should be undertaken to identify
the right mix of incentives for the specific producers in question rather
than using a blanket approach or defaulting to incentives that have
worked elsewhere. This research should center producer voices and
perspectives directly as primary sources. In addition, keep in mind the
importance of having a well-designed incentive mix which includes
not only the single most high-scoring incentive, but a mix tailor-built
to hold unique value for the producer. As noted in Field to Market’s
Blueprints for the Value Chain, “bridging the divide” will require
tailored, balanced incentive packages with an “all of the above”
approach to financial, technical, and socio-cultural support.
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Barriers

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
Equally critical to the adoption process for regenerative agriculture practices are finding ways to circumvent or overcome the barriers producers
face in adopting (and sustaining) new conservation practices. Barriers can come in almost any form or fashion, but all prevent or slow the change process.
We asked producers to score the barriers they face in order to gain a better understanding of the challenges preventing progress in their world.

If you wanted to adopt a new conservation/regenerative practice on your operation
next season, how big of a barrier would each of the following pose?

Significant
Barrier

Minor
Barrier

Not a Barrier

Uncertainty around economic ROI

62%

33%

5%

Uncertainty around agronomic reality / ROI

60%

34%

6%

Risk associated with fluctuating or unstable markets

53%

40%

7%

Lack of technical guidance / information on what to do or how to do it

46%

44%

10%

Not enough available time

46%

43%

11%

County, state, or federal law and regulations

46%

38%

15%

Not enough workforce support (capable hired hands) when and where needed

46%

38%

16%

Challenges with data and record keeping

42%

47%

10%

Access to the capital and/or credit needed

37%

40%

22%

Lack of support from a service provider like your ag retailer / consultant / dealer, etc.

34%

50%

16%

Concerned it will put me at a disadvantage compared to other producers

34%

49%

17%

Land ownership and/or access issues

32%

40%

28%

Access to peer groups, technical support groups, or other related resources

28%

53%

19%

Field

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Barriers

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
Analysis
Similar to the incentives, responses here indicate that the barriers measured
are widely felt by producers, albeit at varying severities. This mirrors trends
from previous research. The low response rates for the “Not a barrier” paint the
picture that all of these barriers may be universally present to some degree. The
significant scores across the “Minor barrier” measure further point to at least
minimal levels of impedance for producers across a wide variety of barriers.
Understanding what barriers an operation faces is a critical first step in
designing incentive strategies to help producers circumvent and overcome
them. The barriers faced by different producers may be the same or similar,

but the on-the-ground reality and expression of the barriers will vary from farm
to farm, as will each producer’s ability and pathway(s) to circumvent them.
In order to design solution sets that work for producers’ unique lived realities
related to the barriers they face, it is important for organizations to develop a
comprehensive understanding of that reality and the nuances within it. Just
as with incentives, it is important that this research center producer voices as
primary sources.

Contributing To Impact: Barriers
An important consideration regarding barriers is the potential compounding role that less severe or prevalent barriers may play.
More than three-quarters of the barriers this survey covered were identified as at least a minimal barrier by 40% or more of producers.
It can be easy to focus on the most visible or reported barrier, but the role that the remaining barriers play in further compounding a
farm operation’s inability to adopt conservation practices should be explored. Rather than solving for one barrier at a time, intervention
programs should address whole barrier-sets that producers face in a single programmatic offering.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Barriers

Barriers and Pathways to Conservation
Actionable Insights
Organizations that work to help producers circumvent barriers to
conservation adoption through their continuous improvement programs should:

Study the Problem
Ensure your organization deeply understands the various barriers
the target producer group faces. This includes the root causes
of the challenge, its historical perspective, how it intersects with
other challenges, and what approaches have succeeded/failed in
addressing it in the past. It is important that this understanding is
built with the producer’s perspective and voice at the center, as desk
research and reviews of previous program design may miss important
human nuances driving the impacts of each challenge. In addition, it
is important to keep in mind that due to the complex systems which
govern how each farm fits into its unique profit model and supply
chain, the exact same challenge may be expressed distinctively on
different operations. It is important to gather insights from a variety of
producers in order to better inform solution design that is relevant to
a variety of permutations of a specific barrier.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

Take a Systems Approach
Keep in mind that producers likely don’t ever face just a single
challenge preventing them from adopting a practice or management
technique. More than likely they face several challenges which all
overlap, interact with, and confound each other. Addressing one
challenge may relieve pressure or open pathways, but that might
not be enough to enable the producer to change their production
practices. Instead, focus on designing interventions and solution
sets that take a systems approach and address several challenges
simultaneously. It is also key that these solution sets not only provide
ways to circumvent the barriers in question, but also diagnose and
address their root causes.
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Conservation Performance,
Profitability, and the
Decision-Making Process

Photo by Nagara Oyodo

Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
Farm operations are businesses; conservation and regenerative practices are
just one of several complex processes producers must manage in tandem to
provide a quality product, achieve their stewardship goals, address market
demands, and remain profitable. The decision- making process to implement
significant operational change—change that often comes attached with
tangible business risk— be a long and cumbersome process for producers.

Understanding producer perspectives as they approach the decision-making
process related to conservation adoption, profitability, and risk will allow
organizations to better design their continuous improvement program to meet
producer needs. As such, we surveyed producers across several points related
to the issue of conservation and profitability.

What is the most important indicator you utilize to assess
your operation’s overall annual performance?

9%

29%

14%

47%

Yield Per
Acre

Profit Per Acre

Operation-wide
Productivity

Operation-wide
Profitability

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
Analysis
An overwhelming majority of producers (76%) selected some form of
“Profitability” as their response versus the alternatives: “Yield per acre” and
“Operation-wide productivity,” which can both be understood as “Productivity.”
For the purposes of this analysis, “Profitability” is understood as the total cash left
at the end of the season after all bills are paid and “Productivity” is understood as
the total output of grower activities. Meanwhile, lowering the ratio of operation
inputs (including both financial and non-financial) to revenue can be considered
“Efficiency.” Response rates here show a producer sample focused primarily on
total available cash flow.
This is likely due to several factors. Most row crop operations have seen rising
revenue numbers over the past few years as federal incentives and disasterassistance funds flow into farm country. Likewise, supply chain disruptions
have seen operating costs—especially those of inputs—rise dramatically. Past

research by Field to Market indicates that farm financial health, profitability,
and financial efficiency have all declined since 2013, with transient government
support and low interest rates as notable contributors to continued revenue.
As such, producers may have become conditioned to focus on securing high
cash flow—a profitability representing insulation from business failure and loss
of economic sustainability.
For regenerative and conservation outcomes, the correlation between increased
profitability and increased efficiency (i.e. reduced or minimized inputs) is of
central importance. These data show producers focused more on maximizing
cash flow rather than chasing higher yield at the expense of environmental
outcomes. A key to reinforcing the sustainability value of this trend is to decisively
dethrone yield, rather than best and most sustainable use of resources, as the
approach understood to provide farmers with the greatest profit.

Actionable Insight
Efficiency as the Path to Profitability
Recasting efficient, sustainable use of resources as a pathway to profitability could be useful in driving producers to rethink how they look at
their farm finances. One way to think of this is in moving the collective consciousness beyond “yield contests” that celebrate top producers to a lens
that focuses on the most efficient use of resources to achieve the greatest outcomes for the planet and profit. This could be especially beneficial
to producers as the effects of climate change and global supply chain disruptions cause unprecedented volatility and unpredictability. This might
be accomplished by providing the business case for re-thinking farm finances with efficiency goals highly correlated with profitability goals. A case
study could be developed for several comparable farms (with considerations made for uniqueness between operations) managing for different
degrees of profitability, productivity, and efficiency. This could include balance sheets and cost tables, as well as the example farmers’ logic
and decision process, to help producers understand where and why switching their focus might be good for them.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
Have you formally calculated
the economic benefit to your
operation from implementing
any conservation or regenerative
production practices or products/
technologies in the past 5 years?

59%

28%

13%

No

Yes

N/A*

*N/A; I have not implemented anything new

Analysis
A central, almost universal, pillar used in the promotion of most conservation
practices to producers is the idea of that practice’s potential to positively impact
farm finances (even if years down the line). This aspect is typically a central driver
in the adoption process. Uncertainty around the issue of economic benefit and
ROI to adopting conservation practices exists. Response rates here show us that
a significant portion of producers are in fact not tracking if they see any financial
benefit after the adoption of conservation practices; almost twice as many as
those who are.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

This is problematic for a couple of reasons:
It may reinforce producer blanket or knee-jerk assumptions that certain
practices don’t or can’t provide financial benefit to the farm. The
case may be that these practices do in fact provide benefit, but that
benefit is not easily seen or readily felt and so goes unnoticed. This is
then communicated through informal producer social networks and
contributes to reinforcing beliefs that regenerative practices don’t pay.
It reinforces poor enterprise-level financial management; every single
change should be tracked and accounted for over time, allowing producers
to make data-informed business decisions. By not measuring the impact
of conservation practices, producers are operating with financial blinders
on—regardless of the impact of the practice.

19

Actionable Insights

Prove the Benefit or Drop the Claim
Specific scenarios for conservation adoption should be modeled
out to effectively prove investment cost, ROI, and potential impacts
to short-term management and output. These should be hyperspecific and include relevant geography, soil type, weather, and crop
production system as well as equipment. This claim, once proven,
should be translated into quantifiable data that is applicable to
the producer, such that they can calculate potential benefit to their
operation on their own. Importantly, in cases where there is in fact no
financial benefit from adopting (whether short or long term), or there
is significant uncertainty around it, organizations should shy away
from promoting the practice as such, as casting it in this light can lead
to misperceptions and confusion. In situations where the benefit may
be less directly linked to economic benefit, care should be taken to
fully explain the benefits of the practice and how they translate into
financials, even if down the line.

The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change
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Conservation Performance,
Profitability, and the
Decision-Making Process

Make Calculation the Norm
Organizations should work to build consensus among producer
populations around the benefit to their operations this level of
financial management can provide, regardless of conservation
practice adoption levels and outcomes. Through outreach and
engagement efforts, this level of financial management can be recast as the foundation to a successful farming operation, rather than
additional unnecessary labor/time.

Make Calculation Easier
In tandem to building consensus that this should be the norm,
organizations should also equip producers with the tools to be able
to make these types of calculations, whether related to conservation
practice adoption or not (see next section for more on this).

Investigate The Reasons
Implement focus groups, interviews, and quantitative surveys
to better understand why, in a highly profit-motivated group,
making these calculations is being overlooked in favor of assuming
conservation is associated with lower profits (especially in light of
the generally favorable understanding of conservation’s impacts on
farm finances shown in State of Sustainable Ag 2020). Issues such
as lowered capacity to take on new practices or opposing cultural
traditions may be further addressable via program design.
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
What types of resources would you need to calculate the economic benefit
from implementing conservation on your own? (choose all that apply)

Cost tables comparing average
investment per acre for different
management scenarios

44%

Case studies of other
farmers who have realized
economic benefit

28%
23%

Enterprise budge analysis across
different management scenarios

22%

I see no reason to calculate it

4%

Other

0%

10%
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
Analysis
Almost one-quarter of respondents said they see “No reason” to calculate
the economic benefits derived from implementing conservation, reinforcing
the analysis in the previous section that a shift needs to be made in producer
culture to re-cast this practice as the norm and a central part of business
management. Outside the sustainability umbrella, it is notable that challenges
in recordkeeping are endemic across ag systems, even where records

are a matter of market access or price premiums. This barrier cannot be
underestimated.
The highest scoring resource, “per-acre cost tables,” scored almost twice as
high as the other choices, which were all within a 6% point spread. This is likely
driven by the comfort level producers feel with managing per-acre financials as
compared to other ways, such as enterprise-level cash flows.

Actionable Insights

Show the Math, but Speak Producer
It is important that any resources designed to help producers
calculate are designed with them in mind. While there may be
a strong business case for transitioning from per-acre financial
management to enterprise-level budgeting, this may be a time and
place to provide producers with what they are asking for (per-acre
cost tables) and then use that as a stepping stone to the next level.
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Combine Tools with Messaging
Resources should be developed to help producers calculate the
financial benefit to their operation from conservation. It is critical that
these resources are promoted alongside messaging that normalizes
and mainstreams this practice, helping shift producer culture’s
acceptance of it as a routine part of business and simultaneously
connecting them with the tools and education they need in order
to do it.
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
In your opinion, if the upfront cost risk of transitioning was covered, how much do you
think your operation’s profitability could change through implementing regenerative and/or
conservation-minded production practices, products and technologies?

40%

Not any more profitable,
but won’t lose money

38%

Somewhat more profitable

14%

Not profitable –
would lose money

8%

Much more profitable

0%

10%
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Conservation Performance, Profitability,
and the Decision-Making Process
Analysis
This question underscores the disconnect producers perceive between the
adoption of conservation-related practices and its impact on their operation’s
financial performance. Even with the upfront investment removed, producers
still only forecast minimal financial ROI from conservation adoption. On the
one hand, this may be somewhat valid as many conservation-related practices
can have varying degrees of direct financial ROI and in other cases may be
entirely unproven. However, and in line with the other data points in this
section, producers appear to be attributing “Somewhat more profitable”
to the same practices at nearly the same rate.

A key takeaway of the 2020 State of Sustainable Ag report was that
farmers tend to find a large number of practices “both economically and
environmentally beneficial” over time. The decrease in producer optimism
(but maintenance of positive uncertainty) when confronted directly with the
prospect of implementing regenerative and/or conservation practices on
their own operations could be a reflection of the “Unsure but maybe” attitude,
seen throughout this year’s survey, on where incentives and tools to confront
barriers might come from in the short term, as well as whether or not they
would be capable of addressing profitability and farm resilience on a systems
level going forward.

Actionable Insight

Empower Farmers to Assess Economic Feasibility
In other sections of this report we discuss the importance of calculating the benefits from implemented conservation practices
and the significantly low levels in which this occurs among the survey respondents. A key component of ensuring producers have a correct
perception of profitability and how it relates to conservation on their operation is to ensure these calculations are being made and/or
are easy to be made by the producer. Empowering them to “show the math” themselves, even if only in theoretical planning cases,
will ensure that there are accurate perceptions around the profitability potential conservation holds.
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
Increasingly, downstream supply chain organizations (i.e. food and beverage
companies) are investing in initiatives to drive the adoption of conservation
and regenerative practices on farms within their value chain. These programs
play an important role in the movement to drive on-farm adoption of
conservation-related practices.

Understanding producer perspectives on these market demands is a critical
component to ensuring the efficacy of supply chain sustainability initiatives.
Ensuring producer voices are heard and their lived realities understood
will enable supply chain organizations to accelerate progress against their
sustainability goals by tailoring solutions to address farmers’ needs, challenges,
and motivations.

Are you currently involved in any private company-led incentive programs?

88%
No
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6% 6%
Yes

Do not
wish to
answer
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
62%

Payment was
financially attractive

34%

It was recommended to
me by a trusted adviser

28%

It provided me access to
technical assistance
Helps me protect my market access
or creates new market opportunities

21%

I want my operation
to be a leader

21%

It provides me
competitive advantage

21%

It is the right thing to do

21%

Of those who are involved,
why did you decide to participate
in private company programs?
(check all that apply)

17%

It helps me manage
financial risk
It was recommended
to me by another farmer

10%

Other

10%
0%
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
57%

I have never been approached to join
one or don’t know how to get involved

24%

Payment is not worth
the time invested

Of those who are not involved,
why did you decide to participate
in private company programs?
(check all that apply)

Does not work for my operation
from an agronomy standpoint

13%

Don’t have human resources / manpower
needed to make changes in my operation

12%

Financial cost of upkeep /
compliance too high

10%

I have trust issues related
to the company

9%

Start-up cost to be eligible is too high

9%

Other

7%

My operation is not eligible

5%
0%
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Analysis
The vast majority of producers who responded to our survey are not involved
in supply chain sustainability initiatives or incentive programs. The primary
factor driving those who do not participate is that they “have never been
approached to join” a program. This may be because there are no programs in
their area, programs that they qualify for, or that the programs they are eligible
for are at capacity or are lacking in outreach efforts to engage them.
Of note, however, is the significant number of producers not participating in a
program who say that the “payment is not worth it.” This is of particular interest
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Supply Chain
Sustainability Initiatives

Actionable Insights
Prioritize Payments
With a financially attractive payment by far outstripping any other
motivator for farmers to enter into downstream supply chain partnerships,
partners should consider how to not only provide attractive offerings,
but make sure these are perceived by farmers as contributing to their
profitability—which this report shows to be of paramount concern. This
likely includes up-front payments, as well as price premiums, payments
for performance, and other efforts and incentive structures that fit the
individual needs at hand and ultimately support higher revenues over
time. Payment programs should be designed to provide a continuum
or bridge to producers that encapsulates every step of the journey. This
journey may start with providing upfront payment for data until the farmer
can harness data-driven insights to drive operational efficiencies and
cost savings and could transition over time to offering incentives focused
on supporting the upfront costs of transition and rewarding farmers for
performance and outcomes delivered.

when contrasted with those who did participate, for whom payment is a key
concern, and with the general focus on profitability throughout the survey
results. The reasoning for this perceived lack of value, which may touch on
multiple barriers—from insufficiency of funding to longer-term concerns about
adding new practices and risks to the operation—should be explored further.
For those who are participating, the payment provided by the program is
the leading driver—mirroring findings throughout this report that perceived
increased ability to profit is a significant motivator for action and focus
of producers. Interestingly, the second biggest driver of participation in

Engage and Equip Advisers
Retreading a common theme in social determinants of change for
agriculture, recommendations by trusted advisers were the second largest
driver of supply chain partnership adoption. Equipped with specific
(targeted and tailored) messaging, these advisers have a high likelihood of
being able to both advertise the availability of said programs, and address
other reasons farmers cited as consequential in their decisions to enter
or not enter partnerships, such as the value of the time investment, the
availability of technical assistance, and the market access, competitive
advantage, and leadership opportunities provided by program membership.

the programs is “recommendation by a trusted adviser,” underscoring the
importance of person-to-person interaction in the change process, which
mirrors findings from last year’s report.
On average, participants in private company programs chose an average of
2.5 reasons as drivers for their participation—meaning that while the added
profitability from the payment program may be primary for most, it is not the
only factor that is considered.
The State of Sustainable Ag: Producer Perspectives on Pathways and Barriers to Change

Grow Programs
An attractive incentive strategy and trusted advisers to carry the word
can only go so far to increase program adoption within a limited pool
of eligibility. The more farmers can participate and the more proactive
outreach is done to approach newly eligible farmers to get involved,
the more general awareness there will be of how to join supply chain
sustainability programs.
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
If a food, fuel, or apparel company asked you to change your farming practices
in order to do business with your grain merchandiser, how would you respond?

46%

I would expect a price
premium to make the changes

20%

Don’t know

I would not make the changes
requested and would seek another
market for my harvest

13%

I would make the changes requested
if provided with cost-share support to
cover the cost of the transition

13%
8%

I would consider making the changes
requested to maintain market access
0%

10%
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
Analysis
Response data to this question highlight an important consideration—farm
operations are businesses, first and foremost, and as such producers should
be expected to behave like business owners/operators. The significant bias
towards expecting a price premium in return for practice change is predictably
how we would imagine an average American business owner to respond. While
there may be many additional factors at play, and every producer will have their
own unique mix of motivations, organizations wishing to drive change would do
well to remember the importance of financial gain in decision-making.
While the idea of cost-share programs that serve as a “bridge payment” to help
producers transition into a new set of production practices may seem attractive,
keep in mind that as many farmers answer that they would not make requested
changes regardless of cost-share support—and that 7% more respondents than
either of those options indicate they “don’t know” how they would react to a
new practice request. These results may indicate mixed feelings on the part of
producers, with uncertainty that even those break-even transitions smoothed
by cost-share initiatives would in the long run result in changes that stayed
profitable for their businesses.
Some perspective on this point of view may be provided by the low enthusiasm
shown here for making changes in order to “maintain” market access, a marked
contrast with higher enthusiasm elsewhere in the survey for “improved” market
access as a potential incentive for conservation practice adoption. In the past,
85% of surveyed farmers have indicated a lack of “improved” market access
from taking advantage of pathways to new conservation practices according
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to prior joint research. These mixed messages may cumulatively indicate that
supply chain sustainability initiatives as pathways to conservation practice
adoption are not being viewed by farmers as ways to expand their markets,
but are perceived as opportunities for downstream brands or companies to
gain reputational (and consumer marketing) benefit at the producer’s expense.
While more research is needed to better understand this perception, there is
an opportunity for the value chain to strengthen trust by demonstrating specific
strategies to help farmers equitably share in the risk and the reward
of transition.
In a high-risk environment, greater
profit certainty and the ability to not
only maintain but grow market access
is needed. Adding incentives, not just
through guaranteed premium price
points but through a perception of
shared, expanding value is required.

While there may be many
additional factors at play, and
every producer will have their
own unique mix of motivations,
organizations wishing to
drive change would do well to
remember the importance of
financial gain in decision-making.”
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Supply Chain Sustainability Initiatives
Actionable Insights

Provide Equitable Payment

Provide Greater Certainty

It is critical that producers both feel and are adequately compensated
for their production practices. Supply chain organizations benefit
from the on-farm conservation practices producers adopt in
many ways, be it the ability to meet consumer demand for more
sustainably sourced goods, or through share value derived from ESG
and sustainability reporting performance. Producers recognize this
value they are contributing to the company and are understandably
unwilling to accept inadequate or inequitable compensation
for providing a product that provides value to the company. It is
important that supply chain organizations recognize the reputational
benefits, share value benefits, ESG reporting scores, and other
corporate benefits that are provided by producers adopting
conservation practices. While it may be hard to quantify these in
terms of dollars, it is important that producers are (and perceive
themselves to be) equitably compensated for enabling the company
to achieve what it does.

Farmers need certainty that supply chain sustainability programs are
vehicles for shared, increasing value and market access, both through
supported, cost-shared transitions to new practices, guaranteed
price premiums, and guaranteed access to future opportunities for
profit based on changes to practices made for individual partnership
agreements today. Downstream companies should engage in ample
outreach and engagement efforts to ensure their programs are being
perceived this way by producers. If listening efforts show that they are
not, then program design should be adapted to address this issue.
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Producer Perceptions of Change
Survey Data Producers were asked whether they agree or disagree with a series of
declarative statements regarding conservation and regenerative agriculture.
As noted in recent research by Field to Market, our collective progress in delivering improved sustainability outcomes—may be plateauing. A key pillar to both
understanding why this is occurring and solving for the plateau is better understanding and implementation of social sciences and human dimensions of change
related theory. Understanding producer perceptions, values, and socio-cultural norms is a critical component in designing interventions that empower them to act.
As such, we asked several questions related to the human dimensions of change.

The production decisions I make on my farm impacts nearby towns and cities.

52%

35%

13%

Agree

Disagree

Don’t Know
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Producer Perceptions of Change
Analysis
Farmers consistently report across time and geographic boundaries that they
consider themselves stewards of their land and the surrounding communities,
so in many ways, the fact that 52% of respondents consider their farms to
have impacts on nearby towns and cities is no surprise. The more surprising
figures may be the 35% that “Disagree” and the 13% who “Don’t Know.” Posed
the other way, we would not expect similar “Disagree” and unsure responses if
asked whether or not producers are stewards of the natural environment and
ecosystems. It is possible that these responses reflect uncertainty regarding the
purpose or parameters of the question. Likewise, it may indicate resistance to a
model which directly ties farm outcomes to responsibility for external impacts

which may be regulated or impose controls on farm operations (i.e. impacts from
road salt runoff). Responses later in the survey on whether or not environmental
regulations or downstream pressures on production practices are appropriate ways
to influence producer decision-making may add additional color to these data.
That being said, the impact agriculture has on the surrounding community is
undeniable and can be (though is not always) overwhelmingly positive, both
through the results of conservation practices successfully applied and in the local
relationships formed within this key segment of the U.S. food system. Efforts to
highlight the benefits of strengthening these ties and associations can only result
in positive outcomes for both farmers and the surrounding human landscape.

Actionable Insight

Educate, Engage, and Re-Frame
Producers certainly know that their farms impact the local environment and ecosystems; however, they may not be making the link between their farm and
a city 250 miles downstream. Efforts should be undertaken to help producers better understand the role their on-farm decisions have in nearby communities.
These efforts should include specific examples of community impacts linked to specific farm production decisions, making the link between the two clear.
Likewise, they may feel defensive around this issue as they are surely not the only group impacting nearby cities and towns with their decisions (i.e. industrial
pollution) but feel they are the only ones receiving pressure or scrutiny on the issue. It may be beneficial to frame engagement with them around this issue in
such a manner that the role other groups (industry) play are recognized such that producers don’t feel singled out and thus get defensive.
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Producer Perceptions of Change

The production decisions
I make on my farm impact
nearby towns and cities.

Analysis

5%
Agree

Previous work by Trust In Food on farmer perspectives on data security has
recently verified the common wisdom that government agencies are, at risk
of understatement, often not considered trusted messengers within most
producer groups. This effect extends to and may even partly originate with the
overwhelming majority (81%) of producers who believe, with justification, that
regulations crafted to achieve specific environmental outcomes are not imposed
with the equal goal of farmer benefit.
Regulations which offer a material “stick” to accompany inadequate “carrots”
make this long-standing perception difficult to combat. However, the success
of conservation programs that rely on outreach from state, federal, or local
government to make initiatives available to producers depends on messaging
that allows farmers to at least suspend judgment until they receive more
information on whether offered “carrots” will leave their operations more
profitable and resilient than where they started.
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81%

14%

Disagree

Don’t
Know

Actionable Insight

Approach Regulation Intentionally
Understanding the perceptions producers hold regarding regulation
is important in rolling out new or updated regulation in that it can
help build the political will and acceptance needed. Communication
strategies around proposed new regulations (or changes to existing
regulations) should center this issue of farmers’ voices and farmers’
best interest.
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Producer Perceptions of Change
Actionable Insights
Demand from those downstream in the supply chain—
i.e. food companies and retailers, etc.—should influence
on-farm production practices.

31%

53%

Agree

Disagree

16%
Don’t
Know

Analysis
These findings are perplexing as the majority of farmers don’t want the supply
chain which they service to influence on-farm production practices, but at
the same time want to increase their profitability. It seems like there is a gap
in understanding or perceptions among producers over the link between free
market supply and demand economic forces and their on-farm production
practices. This also highlights that while farm operations are businesses first
and foremost, the business likely cannot (in most cases) be separated from the
personal identity and independence of the producer themselves. This complex
intermingling of economics and personal independence is a central driver to the
slow or stalled uptake of change across agriculture.
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Influence Perceptions and Re-Frame Value
Efforts should be undertaken to shift producers’ perceptions of their
farm’s place in the supply chain and its relationship, or partnership,
with the downstream organizations that rely on their products. It
is important producers view themselves and their operations as
producers of a product that is in demand; it is critical that the product
in demand which they are producing is not simply a crop type, but
rather it is a crop type produced in a sustainable manner.

Demand Signal Translation
When the term demand is used, it is important to recognize that
this may have different meanings for different groups. What we in
the sustainability industry view as consumer demand, shareholder
demand, and societal demand for sustainably produced crops may
not translate into market demand for the producer. The grain buyer
or aggregator the producer sells to each year may not be demanding
more product produced with sustainability attributes—and so the
producer perceives no demand for conservation practices. Efforts
should be undertaken to help translate this demand for producers so
they both see and feel it, even if commodity marketing programs lag
in the scale at which they seek sustainable production practices.
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Producer Perceptions of Change

The end consumer has a
right to know the management
practices I use on my farm.

Those downstream in the
supply chain—i.e. food companies
and retailers, etc.—have a right to
know the management practices
I use on my farm.

38%

43%

19%

Agree

Disagree

Don’t
Know

35%

49%

17%

Agree

Disagree

Don’t
Know
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Producer Perceptions of Change
Federal, state, county,
and city governments have a
right to know the management
practices I use on my farm.

22%
Agree

Analysis

60%
Disagree

18%
Don’t
Know

Actionable Insights

The findings related to transparency here probably come as no surprise and in
fact mirror what we saw in last year’s research as well as in other past research
on farm-level data and privacy. This issue of transparency and who does or does
not have a right to know farm-level management practices is central to breaking
through the plateau of adoption and setting producers up to thrive in a changing
world. Provenance, traceability, and production practice data are now (and will

Build Trust
The lack of trust related to this issue of production practice transparency
is likely a contributing factor confounding other issues. Build trust with
producers around the use of their farm’s data to address this.

continue to be) the cost of entry for premium marketing programs. It is critical
that producers understand that the way to get paid more for implementing
practices is to document and prove these practices are in place. While there
are any number of culture and tradition reasons why this view of “my farm my
business” is so prevalent, it is important we work to shift the narrative around it
among producers.
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Create Community
Return to points above regarding “Production decisions I make on
my farm impacts nearby towns and cities”; there must be positive
consequences for farmers from increased focus and influence on
their specific practices rather than only negative. Producers can (and
do) positively impact local communities through their management
practices and this should be known to them in explicit proof cases.
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Closing Word
The findings of this report may someday be held up as a snapshot in time. The early months of 2022 were
harbingers of both an uneasy status quo, and burgeoning change, for agriculture.
The start of the third year of a global pandemic, the umpteenth year of
increasing uncertainty about the impacts of a changing climate, and the rapid
establishment of new markets and threatened decay of traditional revenue
streams, all while farmers, ranchers and producers seek to maintain both
income and certainty about the future.
Considered in this light, the key findings of the report—that farmer decision
making is complex and that the human dimensions of behavior change must
be considered further to scale adoption of conservation practices—deserves
much broader consideration as organizations across the value chain shape
strategies for accelerating climate-smart agriculture. In a world where
the future is uncertain, the barriers that undermine strong, independent
motivators for action like increased profitability take on outsized importance.
The choice to take a chance on a new practice, or take on a disproportionate
or uncompensated role in improving an outcome, may be heavily influenced
by factors like trusted relationships, minimized risk and subjective perceptions
of value rather than a simple cost/benefit analysis.
Taking action on these insights and bending the curve to accelerate
sustainability outcomes will require new analysis and a new understanding
of farmers’ unique needs, challenges and motivations. Perhaps the most
important idea to consider is that outreach to farmers must not only focus on
one idea, but many. Every operation and producer is individual and unique
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within their geography, peer group, history and experience. Those who try to
change behavior through a one-size fits all approach will inevitably experience
slower results.
Instead, sustainability initiatives and incentive programs must allow
producers to select solutions that meet their needs—by offering a menu
of choices, tailored to address a range of barriers and value propositions.
Change will only happen when farmers are given the tools, messaging, and
option to decide and prove for themselves where the value lies in scaling
conservation adoption.

As an industry, we must get smarter at tailoring both
our solutions and engagement to meet farmers on
their terms. Only then will we collectively begin to shift
agriculture towards a climate state of mind—a state of
mind where making climate-smart decisions are the
foundation to every day on the farm.
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Methodology
An anonymous survey was
distributed to producers within the
Farm Journal audience network
via email. There was no incentive
for completion provided and
producers were required to answer
every question or their survey was
considered incomplete and discarded.
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Appendix

Respondent Demographics
Acreage Range

Crop Representation

542
Total Qualified
Surveys Completed

Alfalfa

32%

Barley

6%

Corn

86%

Cotton

5%

Peanuts

1%

Potatoes

2%

Rice

1%

Sorghum

12%

Soy

70%

Sugar Beets

2%

Wheat

40%

5%

50-149

10%

150-249

17%

250-449

26%

500-999

19%

1,000-1,999

23%

2,000+
0%

Geographic Dispersal

10%

20%

30%

Age Dispersal

1%

18-28

8%

29-39

11%

40-50

24%

51-61

44%

62-72

0

1-9

12%

73+

Respondents Per State:
10s

20s

30s
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