Session 3: Communication Strategies for Change (13:00-14:30)

Objective

To examine the practical communication and intervention skills that extension advisors need to facilitate
change. Even the best change plan (from Session 2) can falter without effective communication - change is a
social process. In this session, participants will learn and practice techniques for engaging stakeholders,
conveying the vision, and addressing concerns. We cover active listening, persuasive messaging, stakeholder
involvement, and conflict management in the context of agroforestry change. The session balances theory
(principles of good communication) with practice (role-playing dialogues). By the end, advisors should
understand that how they communicate is as important as what they communicate in producing change. They
should gain tools to conduct productive conversations that build understanding, commitment, and collaboration.

Key Topics

Introduce this core principle. Advisors should aim for two-way communication - involving farmers and
stakeholders in the conversation about change, rather than one-way lectures. When people feel heard and see
their input shaping the project, they are far more likely to embrace it. This means using participatory
communication methods (workshops, focus group discussions, on-farm trials co-designed with farmers) rather
than only top-down instruction. For example, instead of telling a farmer “plant these 100 trees here,” an advisor
might say “Let’s walk your farm and discuss where trees could fit best; what do you think about species A vs B?”
This inclusion builds ownership.

The foundation of effective communication during change is listening. Discuss what active listening entails: giving
full attention, observing body language, asking clarifying questions, and summarizing what you hear to ensure
understanding. Have the group brainstorm phrases that demonstrate listening, such as “It sounds like you're
concerned about...”, “What I'm hearing is... did | get that right?” Emphasize empathy - trying to genuinely
understand the farmer’s perspective (their fears about trying agroforestry, their hopes, their economic reality). An
empathetic advisor might respond to resistance by first acknowledging it (“/ understand you're worried the trees
might use too much water; that's a valid concern...”) before offering input or reassurance. Consider the idea of
“meeting people where they are” - tailoring your approach to their current mindset. This might involve using
local language or metaphors, recalling the values that matter to them (tradition, family, profit, land stewardship)

and framing change in that light.

Advisors often have to “sell” the change idea in a positive way. This means clearly articulating benefits and
addressing the audience’s self-interest. Key tips for messaging:

Use simple, clear language: Avoid jargon like “silvopasture systems” if farmers are not familiar - maybe
say “grazing cows among trees for shade and fodder.”

Focus on benefits that resonate: If a farmer is economically motivated, highlight income and savings
(“These trees can provide fruit or timber that add to your earnings”). If they are environmentally minded,
emphasize soil, water, biodiversity benefits. If community well-being is a value, talk about how
agroforestry can reduce flooding for the whole village, etc.
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Share success stories: Concrete examples of other farmers who succeeded are powerful. A short story
of “Farmer Elena increased her herd’s health and got new fruit income by planting walnut trees in her
pasture” is more convincing than abstract theory. Advisors should collect and share such stories. Even
better, arrange peer exchange where those farmers speak directly.

Use visuals: When possible, use pictures or drawings - e.g., before-and-after photos of land with trees,
or a simple sketch of what a farm could look like with trees integrated. Visualization helps people imagine
the change.

Be honest about challenges, but positive: Acknowledge that any change has difficulties (maintenance,
waiting years for trees to mature) but then discuss how to overcome them (support available, long-term
gains). This builds credibility; people know you are not sugar-coating everything.

Communication is not only between advisor and individual farmer - often it involves groups and networks. Discuss
strategies for group communication:

Community Meetings / Workshops: How to run them effectively - set a welcoming tone, use interactive
methods (like mapping concerns on a flipchart, or having small group breakouts to discuss), manage
dominant vs. quiet participants, and ensure outcomes are recorded. Emphasize that meetings should not be
one-way; include Q&A, brainstorming, or farmers presenting their ideas. Possibly mention tools like focus
group discussions or coffee networking methods to engage stakeholders in conversations about change.

Field Demonstrations and Farmer Field Schools: These are communication interventions where seeing is
believing. Advisors can organize demo plot visits or field days where farmers witness agroforestry in action
and can ask the host farmer questions. Such peer learning often communicates the feasibility and benefits of
change more effectively than an advisor’s lecture. Explain how to facilitate a field day: ensure the host shares
not just success but challenges, allow ample time for informal chatting (often farmers open up more to peers
during a tea break under the trees), and highlight observable results (have participants look at soil under trees
vs open field, etc.).

Media and ICT: In modern extension, consider local radio segments, WhatsApp groups, or Facebook pages
to spread information and success stories about agroforestry. Many farming communities now use
smartphone messaging - an advisor might create a WhatsApp group with participating farmers to share tips,
photos of progress, and answer questions, creating a continuous communication channel. Make sure to
moderate positively and encourage peer sharing in the group, not just advisor broadcasts.

Communication is critical when facing questions or pushback. Advisors should welcome questions and concerns
as a sign of engagement. Techniques to handle concerns:

Don’t dismiss fears: If a farmer says “/ think trees will compete with my crops for water,” avoid replying “No,
that’s not a problem, just do it.” Instead, validate first: “/ see why you’d worry about water - that's important.
In some cases it can be an issue, but there are ways to manage it, like choosing drought-tolerant tree species
or proper spacing. Let’s talk about how we could address that on your farm.” This way, the person feels heard
and you move into problem solving together.
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Ask open-ended questions: If someone is resistant, invite them to elaborate: “What specifically makes you
unsure about this idea?’ Sometimes just letting them voice it fully can reduce emotion and you get valuable
information. It might reveal a misunderstanding you can clarify, or a constraint you can help solve.

Find common ground: Maybe a farmer resists because they think you are suggesting something that will
reduce their crop yield. Emphasize you share the same goal (maintain yield and improve long-term
prospects). Show how the change aligns with their interests: “You want more fodder for cows in summer, right?
These trees could provide that and shade, solving two problems.” Aligning the change with what matters to
them flips the narrative from “advisor’s project” to “our shared goal.”

Remain calm and respectful: Some stakeholders might be openly negative or even angry about a proposed
change (perhaps due to past bad experiences). The advisor should stay professional, not defensive.
Sometimes taking the discussion offline and one-on-one can help if someone is very agitated in a meeting.
Show respect for their experience: “I respect that you've farmed for 30 years and know this land deeply. I'm
not here to tell you you're wrong - | see my role as bringing an idea that might help with the issues you've
mentioned like the summer drought. How do you think we could test if this might work, in a way that you're
comfortable with?” Engaging them in designing a small test can transform an opponent into a cautious
experimenter.

If change efforts lead to conflicts (perhaps between stakeholders - e.g., one farmer’s trees shading a neighbour’s
field causing tension), advisors might need basic conflict resolution skills. Outline a simple approach: bring parties
together, let each explain their perspective without interruption (the advisor ensures respectful tone), identify the
underlying needs of each side, then brainstorm solutions or compromises. Often, finding a win-win (like adjusting
tree placement or offering compensation) is possible if communication is facilitated. Advisors are not full
mediators but knowing how to calm a heated discussion and keep it solution-focused is valuable.

N

Q Activity - Role-Play “Advisory Conversation” (30 min):

Have participants practice a one-on-one conversation between an advisor and a sceptical farmer. Split into
pairs. One person is the Advisor, the other a Farmer resistant to an agroforestry change. Give each “farmer” a
scenario card describing their concern (examples: “I've always farmed this way, why change now?”, “Trees will

harbour pests that could ruin my crops”, “I can'’t afford to wait years for returns”, “My neighbours will think I'm
foolish if this fails”).

The advisor's task is to apply the communication skills discussed: listen actively, acknowledge the concern, and
respond persuasively yet respectfully. Spend about 5-7 minutes for the conversation, then have pairs briefly
debrief: the farmer tells the advisor what worked well or if something made them more convinced versus more
defensive. Then switch roles and do a second scenario so everyone practices being the advisor. After, discuss in
plenary: “What phrases or approaches seemed to really help the conversation?” Collect a few good examples
(e.g., an advisor using a personal story: “| saw another farm with the same worry, and they found...”). Also discuss
“What not to do?” if any advisor accidentally was too dismissive or lecturing, talk about how to rephrase that.

Outcome: Participants get a safe trial of addressing resistance with good communication techniques and learn
from each other which approaches feel constructive.
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CASE STUDY: Communicating Change in a Cooperative- Value Chains & Marketing (Southern
Europe)

Couso-Viana, A., Ferreiro-Dominguez, N., Santiago-Freijanes, J. J., & Mosquera-Losada, M. R. (2025).
Constructing value chains for increased product sustainability. AF4EU.
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.18483664

AF4EU materials emphasise the importance of linking agroforestry to value chains and market opportunities.
In cooperative settings, advisors worked with farmers to communicate agroforestry not just as an environmental
practice but as a way to create differentiated products (e.g., honey, nuts, or pasture-based livestock products).
Initial resistance stemmed from unclear economic benefits and poor communication. By reframing
agroforestry around market value, using storytelling and branding strategies, and involving trusted cooperative
leaders, advisors improved engagement and participation.

Key takeaway:

Effective communication must connect agroforestry to farmers’ economic realities, showing clear benefits
and using trusted channels—highlighting that how change is communicated determines whether it is
accepted. Tailor your message to what stakeholders care about and choose the right messenger if needed
(sometimes another farmer or expert voice can succeed where you alone cannot). Informal, personal
communication (chat in the barn) can often achieve more than formal presentations - it builds trust.

Tip for Success: “Listen at least as much as you talk.” - Especially early in the change process, spend
time listening to farmers’ stories, worries, and ideas. By understanding their worldview, you can adapt
your communication to fit their context. An advisor who listens well gains respect and uncovers valuable
information that can be used to tailor the change initiative (for example, learning that a farmer values
tradition might inspire you to frame agroforestry as reviving an old tradition of hedgerows, rather than
a brand-new experiment).
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