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Social science, the study of how humans interact with information, is an emerging area
of research that is critically important in our information-laden world. There are an
estimated 11 million bits of information being shared per second, but the human brain
can only process 40 bits a second. Our brains need to take shortcuts to sort and
process it all – shortcuts (or ‘heuristics’) which impact how well that information is
received and remembered.
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Often, big changes follow from small, successive events. Therefore, the key to getting people to
change their behaviour or attitudes sometimes lies with the smallest details - being more aware
of how your audience receives, processes, stores, and retrieves information or by tinkering with
your messages and approach to ensure you get the attention you want. 
 
We developed The Farmer’s Survival Guide Wheel (FSG Wheel) to help you categorize
agricultural communications outreach into the three areas that are key to effective
communications with your consumer audience. There are relatively simple changes you can do
when structuring and presenting information that can make a big difference in how much of an
impact that information has. The goal of each communication touchpoint with your audience
should be to transfer something to them, not merely ‘express’ it. 
 
In this handbook, you will find an explanation of the elements included on the FSG Wheel as well
as some examples and helpful tips. 
 

Themes: There are three main themes to the FSG Wheel: Intrigue, Resonate, and
Nurture. Think of these themes as your long-term strategy, your end goals. Your
strategy provides the path you need to follow to achieve your mission, which is to
inform and influence your audience.

Tactics: Under each theme, there are three main tactics. Tactics are the concrete
smaller steps used along the way to accomplish your strategy. They involve best
practices, specific plans, resources, etc.

Tools: A tool is an important instrument that helps you achieve your tactic and build
your strategy. Choosing the right tool and using it well means understanding the
tactics that will help you maximize the use of that tool and ultimately accomplish the
‘themes’.



PAGE 8

Intrigue – To pique someone’s interest, to intrigue them so they want to know more,
you need to arouse their curiosity. To do that, you need to figure out how to relate,
create an atmosphere of receptivity, and be willing to learn as well as teach. Use the
tactics and tools below to start engaging your listeners and readers.

Relating means demonstrating a connection between two or more things. In this
case, you’re attempting to show the beneficial connection between farmer and
consumer and establish an association that will be built on trust and
transparency. To create this connection and set the groundwork for a mutually
trustworthy relationship, use the following tools:

Storytelling: Psychology research
indicates that storytelling is an effective
device for communication and
behaviour change since stories frame
knowledge in a more relatable and
lifelike manner. When you tell a story,
your brain becomes coupled with the
listener. “If you make an argument,
you’re implicitly asking them to
evaluate your argument – 
to judge it, debate it, criticize it – and
then argue back, at least in their minds.
But with a story, you engage your
audience – you are involving them with
the idea, asking them to participate
with you,” says Stephen Denning, an
organizational storytelling expert.
Stories provide knowledge about how
to act so they are geared towards
generating action, particularly if it
includes an emotional element.   

Therefore, use simple and direct
language and emotional words to make
your story more engaging, relatable,
and memorable. Use analogies and
metaphors – they’re powerful learning
and retention techniques. Create word
pictures using visual imagery. Use
credible data. Repeat, repeat, repeat:
follow the rule of three which states
that people tend to remember things
best when they come in threes so find
ways to repeat your message in three
different ways. Beware the semantic
stretch: overusing an idea or concept
that delivers an emotional kick. This is
something that’s been happening a lot
in agricultural advocacy efforts, but
overuse will dilute the value and people
will simply stop hearing your message.
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Building trust: Trust is a quality that
helps make requests easier – requests
like asking your listener to accept your
information – provided it has been
planted and cultivated before the
request is made. How can you do this?
Start by showing a genuine interest in
their concerns, develop an audience-
centric mindset, and directly address
issues by being transparent and
honest. As they notice that you are
making every effort to be trustworthy,
you will become trusted.

Pre-suasion is essentially setting the
stage, “the process of arranging for
recipients to be receptive to a
message before they encounter it,”
says noted persuasion expert Robert
Cialdini(i). “Even the finest seed will
not take root in stony soil or bear fruit
in poorly prepared ground,” he says.
For example, on a web page you’d
consider using the most attractive and
relevant colour or position the buttons
in such a way as to walk them through
the journey you want them to take. In
content, you might use enticing or
mysterious copy to guide your readers
or listeners towards thinking a certain
way. Mirroring, when one person
subconsciously imitates the gesture,
speech pattern, or attitude of another,
is another tactic to connect with and
pre-suade your listener (but try not to
do it in an obvious way or it becomes
off-putting). Also consider the element
of Framing (see below). Pre-suasion
lays the groundwork for developing
relatability.   

Knowledge gaps: The
Information Deficit Model is
based on the idea that if we
throw more information at
someone who is lacking an 

adequate amount needed to
understand the issue, they’ll finally
‘get it.’ This approach has been
popular when it comes to public
understanding of science (including
agriculture), but this model doesn’t
work because a number of cognitive
biases come into play, for example,
the backfire effect, the confirmation
bias, and the worldview backfire
effect. (We’ll go into more detail about
these later on.) Mysteries are a
powerful way to combat knowledge
gaps, because they create a need for
closure: “The ’ah-ha’ experience is
much more satisfying if it’s preceded
by the ‘hunh?’ experience,” says
Robert Cialdini. Chip and Dan Heath,
social psychologists(ii), suggest that
you can engage people’s curiosity
over a long period of time by
systematically ‘opening gaps’ in their
knowledge – and then filling in those
gaps. Behaviourial economist George
Lowenstein discovered that curiosity
happens when we feel a gap in our
knowledge. Subsequently, curiosity
can lead to learning since knowledge
gaps create interest. An important
step to successfully accomplishing
this is recognizing that we need to
open gaps before we can close them.
Our tendency is to tell people the
facts; first, though, they must realize
they need these facts. Therefore, to  



convince people they need your
message, you first need to highlight
some specific knowledge they’re
missing. For example, pose a question
or puzzle that confronts people with a
gap in their knowledge. One caveat: If
people believe they know everything
it’s hard to make the Knowledge Gap
theory work. To prove a knowledge
gap exists, it may be necessary to
highlight “Here’s what you know. Now
here’s what you’re missing.”

Self-interest: A reliable way to get
people to relate to and care about an
issue is to invoke self-interest, since
self-interest engages them directly and
explicitly. Start by asking what are
their values, what do they love, fear,
what gets them up in the morning.
People are preoccupied mostly with
themselves and their families and how
things will affect them so, for example,
if you were speaking to moms about
climate change you would frame the
conversation as how pollution affects
their kids’ health. If speaking to
farmers you’d give a nod to their pride
in hard work and frame it as how
they’re the recognized backbone of the
country and what changes do they
notice in drought patterns? To make
the message even more impactful,
appeal not only to someone’s self-
interest, but even deeper still to their
identity. A great example comes from
the 1970’s ‘Keep America Beautiful’
campaign: the crying Indian that was 

featured in the ad didn’t resonate at all
in Texas so they incorporated the
message ‘Don’t mess with Texas’; it
was easier for the ‘typical Texan’ to
align himself with that ‘hardcore’
identity. When you appeal to identities,
you should appeal not only to who
they are now, but the type of people
they’d like to be in the future. For
example, do they want to be someone
who champions our agriculture
industry so that their kids won’t have to
eat unsafe and expensive imports from
other countries?



Timing: To increase relatability and
intrigue, it’s not just what you say that
is important, but when you say it. Do
you have their undivided attention?
Can they focus on you and your
message? Focus is key to the intrigue
and engagement process: whatever
you can do to focus someone’s
attention on your idea or message will
make it seem more important to them
than before since our brains assign
undue weight and value to whatever
happens to be front and centre at the
time. “A communicator who can get
their audience to focus on a key
element of a message preloads it with
importance,” says Robert Cialdini.

Reciprocity: Reciprocity is the social glue that helps bring people together in cooperative
relationships. It creates a powerful sense of obligation to return any favours that were
performed for you. Try using the following tools to build an ‘open palm’ approach: by being
an empathetic, open-minded listener, you’ll resonate more effectively.

Empathy/Emotional Intelligence
(EI): Cognitive empathy is an
important first step in our ability to
resonate emotionally. Being able to
understand and reason about the state
of another individual (also known as
‘theory of mind’ or ‘mentalizing’) helps
us determine whether that person is at
ease. It also helps you position
yourself in terms of what knowledge
you need to share by making you
aware of what your audience knows
and what they want to know. EI can be
learned; you just need to take the time
to learn how to understand others;  

to recognize, comprehend and
manage your emotions; and, more
importantly, how to recognize,
understand and influence the emotions
of others.



Acknowledgment: To relate on a
reciprocal level with others you need
to listen to and acknowledge their
viewpoints, opinions, and concerns.
This allows you to connect with them
empathically, which is a great place to
start building trust. Once you’ve
gained respect and trust, intrigue and
resonance are not far behind.

Assumption smashing: Assumptions
can exert a profound influence on how
we interpret the information we receive
and subsequently affect our
interactions with others. After all, if
you’re already certain that you know
what’s going on in someone’s head,
your brain will be primed to accept
only information that agrees with your
preconceived notions. To challenge
these preconceived notions and
beliefs, you’ll need to cultivate a sense
of genuine interest about where the
other person is coming from and what
they might say. You also need to
create an environment in which they
will feel heard.This type of reciprocal
openness creates trust, engagement,
and builds relationships. A quick story
to highlight this bias: Several years
ago, an ‘industrial’ pig farm came to
my municipality and almost irreparably
split the community in two: those who
were okay with the farm establishing
itself as long as it followed the rules of
the law and was held accountable, the
other vehemently opposed. One older
lady was particularly vocal and wasn’t
one for dialogue or looking for
compromises. 

She was known for being sharp-
tongued and cantankerous. This was
certainly my experience of her
whenever community meetings were
held and we both knew we were on
opposite sides of the issue. Several
years later I lost my home to a
devastating fire. To my absolute
surprise, she was one of the first
people, just hours after it happened, to
leave me a compassionate voicemail
inviting me to call her should I need
anything at all. I guess the old
schoolyard idiom is true: When you
assume you make an a** out of you
and me.If someone differs in opinion
on the surface, dig deeper to look for
common ground.  



Curse of Knowledge: An article that
appeared in the Western Producer
spoke of an ‘agvocate’ who toured the
Chicago, Ill. area speaking to ‘soccer
moms’ about agriculture. He was
surprised to learn that a number of his
audience members believed the seed
variety signs placed at the road edge
of farmers’ fields indicated that these
fields were owned by whatever giant
corporation’s name happened to be on
the sign. I was equally surprised when
I read the article, but realized after all,
we don’t know what we don’t know –
and what we do know quickly turns
into The Curse of Knowledge. If you
know something, then surely everyone
else does, right? The Curse makes it
difficult for you to understand where
the other person is at in the knowledge
funnel, therefore making it hard to
explain things in a way that would be
easily comprehensible to a novice.
And not being able to unknow
something makes it tricky to begin a
dialogue at the right (and most
valuable) starting point.

Another example of this is a famous
experiment in which there were two
groups: tappers and listeners. The
tappers were given a song to tap out
on the table in front of them; the
listeners were asked to identify the
song. However, tappers had been
given the knowledge (the song title)
that made it impossible for them to
imagine what it was like to lack that
knowledge, so of course they knew
what they were tapping. To the poor
listeners, it all sounded the same! One
hack to minimize the power of the
Curse, is to use analogies or stories,
because they invoke concepts your
listener already knows. You should
also practice ‘shoshin’, a Zen
Buddhism philosophical concept that
means “beginner’s mind”. A beginner’s
mind is open, eager to learn, and free
of the preconceptions that can infect
an honest, transparent, and reciprocal
conversation.

Receptivity: To ensure your information has a better chance of success, understanding how
people receive and process your information is key.



someone’s perspective on a topic, you
first must know the reason for their
viewpoint behind it. Put yourself in
their shoes to help you understand
why they’ve come to a certain
conclusion. If your goal is to influence
that person’s opinion or to persuade
them to change their mind, you will
have to expressly grant them
permission to retract earlier
statements as they gather and assess
new information. (This goes for
yourself as well!) Remember to
respect their personal experiences,
otherwise you’ll put them on the
defensive rather than engage them in
a constructive and thoughtful dialogue
where the goal is to encourage
receptivity of your messages and find
mutually beneficial solutions.

Understanding worldviews: It 
can be really unsettling and
uncomfortable to re-evaluate your
whole belief system, so it’s no surprise
that most people become defensive
when their existing ideas around
important issues are challenged.
Unfortunately, this means new and
potentially relevant and critical
information gets blocked. Our brains
think in ‘whole’ ideas which are called
schema. Schema is the area where
our life experiences, beliefs, social
reinforcements, and physiological
reactions intersect like on a Venn
diagram. When new information is
presented, our brain needs to figure
out where it fits: in an existing schema
or are adjustments to an existing one
required? New information that doesn’t
fit in anywhere might challenge your
feelings, your beliefs, and the reality
you have created from your past
experiences – which can be a very
uncomfortable feeling for many
people. Therefore, it’s important to be
mindful of people’s worldviews and
determine how you might frame issues
that better fit within their existing
schema if you want them to be
receptive to this new information.

Removing barriers: This is a
critical step for moving the
dialogue forward. To understand 



Understanding behaviours: People
tend to prefer existing personal, social,
economic, and political arrangements
over proposed alternatives, because
it’s what they know, it’s familiar, and
won’t lead to cognitive overload. (We’ll
talk about this further on.) Gaining
insight into why they believe what they
do or why they act the way they do will
help you craft messages that address
those specific issues in a way that they
will feel comfortable with and receptive
to rather than feeling attacked and
prompting them to go on the
defensive.

this 'hive mind’ or ‘flocking tendency’
is what kept you inside the cave clan,
ensuring that you were safe and fed.
Social norms are what we call the
tendency for people to watch others to
figure out the right thing to do (with
one caveat: there must be multiple
people doing it and they must be
similar to ourselves). Discovering who
among the group (leaders) to target
first with your influence tactics will
ensure that your messages are
spread more readily to their circle with
a high level of receptiveness.

Social influence: We are 
hardwired to follow other  
people’s opinions. Originally,   

Resonate –  To resonate means that something has particular meaning or importance for
someone. It also means, “to affect or appeal to someone in a personal or emotional way.”
Because information that connects on an emotional level will have a deeper impact, use the
following tools when developing your communications to ramp up the resonance level.  

Persuasion: The act of describing the logic and benefits of an idea to gain
agreement. Persuading someone to see an issue your way or, at the very least, to
be more open to receiving new information, is often the end goal of
communications. Proof of persuasion success can be measured by hitting all the
right resonance notes.

Stickiness: The biggest indicator of
your message’s sticky factor: Is it so
memorable that it will spur someone to
action or to create change? Think
about things that go viral: at first
glance  the reason they stick appears
to be for the most mundane and trivial
reasons. But if you dissect and
analyze those photos or videos, what
do they have in common?

They are highly relevant to a broad
spectrum of people, they have
emotional strength, and they are
typically congruent with people’s pre-
existing knowledge. Details matter: by
tinkering with the presentation of
information (using many of the tips in
this handbook), you can significantly
improve your messages’ stickiness –
and increased stickiness = increased
persuasion!



Counterarguments:
Counterarguments are typically
stronger and more powerful than
arguments, because you can use
counteragruments to ‘prove’ the rival
communicator as an untrustworthy and
dishonest source of information,
thereby undermining their
argument.Stating simply that the
person is ‘misinformed’ will win not
only the current battle, but all future
battles. Therefore, the best way for
you to enhance the persuasive power
and acceptance of your messages is
to reduce the availability of strong
counterarguments against it.
Acknowledge and talk about the other
side of the argument, then do your
best (using some of the techniques
described here) to show why you are
still right. Share positive and
negatives: Talk about the facets of the
issue your audience is already
considering. Hack: If your audience is 

likely to disagree – speak faster. If
your audience is likely to agree –
speak slower. When they are inclined
to disagree, speaking faster gives
them less time to form their own
counterarguments, which gives you a
better chance of persuading them.
Always start with small wins: instead of
jumping right to the end of your
argument, start with statements or
premises you know your audience will
agree with and use this to build a
foundation for further agreement.
Know your audience: don’t push for
automatic agreement. Persuasion is a
process involving multiple
conversations in multiple formats. Be
clear, be precise, be to the point.  It is
also important to remember the power
the right word(s) can have: novelist
Joseph Conrad said, “He who wants to
persuade should put his trust not in the
right argument, but in the right word.”

[Re-]Framing: A ‘frame’ organizes
information in a way that triggers
certain thought constructs and
information models people default to in
order to make sense of the world. You
must take the time to organize and
frame your
issue/information/messages
intentionally, so you don’t trigger
stereotypes or knee-jerk reactions.
Instead, you want to activate more
productive thought models that align
more closely with expert knowledge
(yours!).  

A related concept: Priming – Ask a
friend, “What does Y-E-S spell?” and
they will undoubtedly reply, “Yes.” If
you immediately follow up with the
question, “What does E-Y-E-S spell?”
you’ll likely get a puzzled look and an
attempt to try and sound out the word.
They’ve been primed to think about a
certain concept, so even though any
other time they would promptly reply
‘eyes’ if the first question hadn’t been
asked, in this example their brain is
primed to think about the word ‘yes’.  



Priming means that if you're
introduced to one idea, you'll more
readily identify related ideas. For
example, if someone talks to you
about doctors and then you are asked
several minutes later to jot down a list
of careers, words like doctor, nurse,
etc. are more likely to appear. Priming
means that "exposure to one stimulus
influences a response to a
subsequent stimulus, without
conscious guidance or intention."
Psychologically speaking

Relevance: The concept of one topic being connected to another topic in a way
that makes it useful to consider the second topic when considering the first. (That’s
a mouthful!) The concept of relevance is studied in many different fields, including
cognitive sciences and logic – two important building blocks of constructive
conversations with high levels of relevance.

Engagement: What you say is
crucial, but how you say it can make
all the difference. The words you use
to share your information/messages
should be chosen based on who you
are talking to; what connects with one
audience might not engage another.
What you really need to tune into is
their worldviews (as discussed
above). When you understand their
worldviews – the things they believe
— you can frame your messages in a
way that resonates on a deeper level.
The main message will connect with
the emotional center of your listener’s
brain, stimulating a desire to know
more. This will also build your
credibility and eventually results in
sparking the actions or behaviour

Mirror functions (physically and
verbally) will happen almost
automatically as people begin to share
the sensation of shared emotions.
Connecting on this level makes people
feel like 'one of us' and, therefore,
makes them more receptive to your
information.  

Resonance: Resonating
emotionally, feeling a
connectedness with others.   

this means the process of putting
someone in a particular mood or frame
of mind that is conducive to your
messages/what you want. In everyday
conversations, for example, you
should use positive language and
avoid words that could evoke negative
thoughts or actions around the issue
you are introducing. The goal is to help
make people more receptive to your
future messages.  

changes you want them to make.
Stories are another way to make your
information personable, relevant,and
engaging when framed to address
knowledge gaps.



Shared identities: Our ability to
create change in others is often based
on shared personal relationships in
which we can easily discuss mutually
relevant issues (which create a pre-
suasive context for assent).
Psychological research has shown
that we’re most likely to relate to
others with whom we share personal
characteristics, such as values,
beliefs, age, sex, etc. The types of
relationships that lead people to favour
another person is not ‘they are just like
us’, but ‘they are one of us.’ This might
sound like a rare occurrence or hard to
purposefully create, but it’s actually
not. A few years ago, I was selling
some construction equipment on
behalf of my brother. A man and his
early-20’s son drove a few hours from
the neighbouring province to pick the
stuff up. I could sense the dad was still

a little hesitant about the whole thing –
it was a lot of money and a big
decision. But, as the dad told me, his
son wanted to start his own excavation
business and he was a hard and
determined worker. I asked him what
their last name was and when he
replied with a Scottish origin name, I
followed up with, “Well, that’s why he’s
a hard worker; he has that determined
and stubborn Scotch gene in him! I
know about that all too well: my whole
Scottish origins family is exactly the
same!” We had a good laugh and he
immediately warmed up to me and to
the whole deal. This story highlights
the importance of finding or creating
shared identities; they not only create
relevancy links in someone’s mind, but
when opponents understand each
other, they can work together to find
win-win solutions.

Language: “If you want to change the world, change the metaphor,” said Joseph Campbell,
an American professor of literature. Using rhetorical devices like repetition, metaphor, and
alliteration is a very powerful way to bring your information to life for your audience. When
choosing which words you’ll use, think audience-centric; that is, choose words that are
relevant and will resonate with your audience. What message do you want them to take away
and act upon? What are the best words you can use to convey this? Nelson Mandela said, “If
you talk to a man in a language he understands, that goes to his head. If you talk to him in
his own language, that goes to his heart.”

Fluency: “When we can grasp
something fluently – that is, we can
picture or process it quickly and
effortlessly – we not only like that thing
more, but we also think it is more valid
and worthwhile,” says Robert Cialidini.
For example, rhyming has shown to
make things easier to process: “To
make it climb, make it rhyme.”



Simplicity: Every effective speech
has a single overall message because
it allows your audience to focus on a
single, powerful idea. Overly complex
language has the opposite effect: the
brain will have difficulty interpreting it
and will consequently classify your
message as less convincing and the
speaker/author to be less intelligent.
One trick is to use proverbs that
people are familiar with. Also, use
concrete language to help people
understand new concepts: for
example, five landscapes sounds
more realistic and do-able to preserve
than does two million acres.

Nurture – To build mutually beneficial, sustainable and critical-to-your-survival relationships
with your audience, you need to learn how to care for and encourage their growth and
development in terms of knowledge. As the final and arguably most important goal of your
communication strategy, you will need to ensure the sustainability of your efforts using the
following tactics and tools.

is usually just a lack of clarity.
Employing the right language can
turn lack of clarity into a window of
opportunity where the critical
relevance of your ideas will resonate
more effectively. “Think about using
language to transform people rather
than simply trying to transfer
information,” says Bart Egnal, author
of ‘Leading Through Language’(iii).

Teachable moments: What
might seem like resistance
to your ideas or information 

Relationship building: Uri Hassen, a professor at Princeton University, said, “Our ability to
communicate relies only on our ability to have common ground.” Common ground creates
solid footing for all future interactions. How can you create common ground? Try these tools.



Trust: The stage of one’s relationship
with another person affects which
influence principles should be used for
optimum efficiency: “At the first stage,
the main goal involves cultivating a
positive association, as people are
more favourable to a communication if
they are favourable to the
communicator,” says Robert Cialidini.
To build trust with someone who has a
different viewpoint – whom we
immediately flag as an opponent and
with whom we end up falling into a
debate frame with – try instead to
focus on what you have in common
and build up from that, says Cialdini.
Our over-reliance on the reputations
and perceived authority of others
(Gwenyth Paltrow comes to mind) is
well-documented, so working to
establish yourself as one of those
reputable sources is essential to
building trust.

this is to ‘frame’ them within a
narrative (story). “It’s not what you
say, it’s what people hear,” says
Frank Luntz author of ‘Words That
Work’.(iv) If what they hear is
valuable, it resonates, it sticks, they
connect with and trust you, and the
relationship is off to a great start!

Value creation: Any facts
you present must be value-
laden. The best way to do 

Active listening: “Because we
thought it was our job to persuade, too
often we’ve forgotten to listen,” said
Robert Shapiro, head of Monsanto, in
1999 at a Greenpeace conference in
London. “The dismal experience we
had with genetically engineered foods
was an object lesson in what happens
when there’s a failure to engage the
public with accurate information and
give them an opportunity to think
through trade-offs for themselves.”(v)
Active listening means clearing away
any distractions to focus your attention

on the person speaking. Be curious:
ask probing questions and
paraphrase to confirm that what you
heard was correct. Request
clarification if they did not. Also
remember to listen with your eyes:
observe nonverbal cues (facial
expressions, gesture, posture).
Suspend judgment. Smash
assumptions: ask questions that
clarify assumptions the other person
holds and helps the other person to
see the issue in a new light. Learn
how to have a beginner’s mindset for
every conversation you walk into.



Cognitive load: Complex ideas take
more energy for us to process,
increasing cognitive load (the effort
being used in working memory); the
more load required, the more likely it is
to cause attention fatigue. People will
pay attention to what they understand
and look away when they are
confused.  What you already know
directs what you attend to. If you want
them to attend to you, make sure your
messages aren’t too complex. (And
drop the confusing jargon!)

to play the piano. Critical thinking
skills are important because they help
you understand the links between
ideas, determine the importance and
relevance of arguments and ideas,
and help you recognize, build and
appraise arguments. It’s a crucial
foundational block upon which to
build a healthy relationship.

Critical thinking: Critical
thinking is a skill that can be
acquired just like learning 

Balancing [mis]information: Refuting misinformation involves a lot of complex cognitive
processes since it involves reconfiguring firmly held beliefs (worldviews) while
simultaneously presenting new evidence that potentially threatens one’s worldviews – and
all in such a way that it resonates with the listener. It takes a careful balance to maintain a
healthy relationship.

Debunking myths: Misinformation is
not only difficult to remove, but trying
to debunk myths can actually
strengthen them in people’s minds.
This is called the Backfire Effect – and
this ends up making myths even more
familiar. To avoid this, and to maintain
a respectful relationship, a successful
‘debunk’ must meet three criteria:
“Refutation must focus on core facts
rather than the myth to avoid
increased familiarity; any mention of
the myth should be preceded by
explicit warnings that notify the
reader/listener that the upcoming
information is false; and the refutation
should include an alternative
explanation that accounts for important
qualities in the original misinformation.
(vi)



Backfire effect: As explained in
‘worldviews’ above, people internalize
their own sense of self – their social
identities – by their values, norms, and
roles. When that identity is threatened,
the person may feel attacked. So,
when new information conflicts with a
specific worldview they hold dear, they
are likely to maintain or even
strengthen their previously held beliefs
despite being exposed to conflicting
(and possibly even more accurate or

factual) information, a phenomenon
called the backfire effect. By falling
into the trap of thinking that if we just
throw more facts out there they’ll
finally “get it” (the Information Deficit
Model), you miss opportunities to
engage with people on a real level and
risk the relationship crumbling.
Framing (which we spoke about
above) is one way to help make
information less identity-threatening
and thus more receptive.

Engagement: Finding ways to make information intriguing, fascinating, and easy to digest
so that people focus and listen is a critical ingredient in the nurture recipe. You want their
attention long-term and you want them to return to you time and again.

Emotional connections: Behaviour
or attitude changes happen in highly
successful situations mostly by
speaking to people’s feelings.
Engaging at this primal level helps
ensure that your messages and ideas
will resonate. Emotional connections
catalyze the impact of your messages
and help people remember since as
Maya Angelou famously said, “I've
learned that people will forget what
you said, people will forget what you
did, but people will never forget how
you made them feel.” Nurturing
emotional connections is another
important building block of transparent
and sustainable relationships.

Soundbites: Politicians and
other speakers who want to
ensure they engage their 

listeners and that their messages hit
home avoid complexity and subtlety
like the plague. They make sure their
messages are delivered in concise
and brief soundbites. Nuance and
subtlety are the enemy of the ‘ah-ha’
engagement moment that we spoke
about above.



Repositioning reality: Engagement
for the purpose of change isn’t an
event; it’s a process. That is what
nurturing is: a long, deep, detailed,
and repetitive process. An opinion
doesn’t typically change in the
moment. A conversation, the
relationship, needs to evolve.
Thoughts must be tabled, discussed.
Credibility needs to be established.
Trust needs to be built. “If you want to
change people’s minds, you need  

more than evidence. You need
persistence. And empathy. And
mostly, you need the resources to
keep showing up, peeling off one
person after another, surrounding a
cultural problem with a cultural
solution,” says Seth Godin. In the end,
it’s all in the details: manage your
communications like you manage your
farm. The same small changes and
opportunities, hard work and
persistence will eventually pay off.

Being aware of and understanding how to effectively use the above tactics and tools can help move
critical conversations forward, generating the actions we want people to take and influencing them
to change the behaviours and attitudes we want them to change. We want to believe that the key to
making an impact is based on the quality of the ideas and information we present, but we can see
from the interrelated elements above, it’s much more complex than that. We need to tinker with the
message, the presentation, and the delivery vehicles among other elements to ensure messages
intrigue, resonate, and spark action and change.   
 
Not crafting messages (whether online or in person) that intrigue and resonate, impacts both sides
of the equation: 

Poor communication places consumers in a position where it’s all too easy to misinterpret
information, to not realize what’s “fake”, or to succumb to fear-induced soundbites. Poor
communication leaves you, the farmer/producer, at a disadvantage because you cannot meet
your listener where they are at in terms of their knowledge about an issue and/or you won’t
deliver them the information they need at the right time or place about the right topic (relevance).

“Staying quiet and creating a void of information will often provoke a consumer to adopt a ‘self-
protective attitude based on suspicion and fear’, while being an extreme advocate does not
promote dialogue: Rather it creates a shouting match between two groups intent on drowning
out the other’s voice,” says Jessica Eise and Whitney Hodde, authors of ‘The Communication
Scarcity in Agriculture’.(vii)



Therefore, you need to be strategic about how you interact with and respond to your audience. We
are not all gifted communicators, but like any skill it can be learned through awareness and
reflection and by using the right tools and a little practice.
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