The Center for Behavioral & Experimental Agri-Environmental Research

Behavioral Insights Brief

Ag-E MINDSPACE

Use this framework to strengthen your agri-environmental program
with behavioral insights.

Application Ideas

Background
In our budget-constrained world, we’re
always looking for ways to make our
voluntary programs more cost-effective.
How can we design programs so that farmers
and landowners want to participate and take
actions to improve our environment?
Providing economic incentives is one way
that we can make these programs attractive,
but other factors matter too (and sometimes
matter more!). Behavioral scientists
have identified simple, low-cost program
modifications, frequently called “nudges,”
that can improve program outcomes based
on behavioral insights.
We highlight the insights that are relevant
to agri-environmental programs using
the MINDSPACE framework, which was
developed by behavioral scientists.1

What is Ag-E
MINDSPACE?
Ag-E MINDSPACE describes nine
categories of nudges that are relevant
for agri-environmental (Ag-E) programs:
Messengers, Incentives, Norms, Defaults,
Salience, Priming, Affect, Commitment,
and Ego. Figure 1 describes the behavior
associated with each of these categories.
FIGURE 1
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Below we’ve outlined some ways that you can
put these insights to work for your program.
Messengers: Work with influential members
of the community to deliver information
about your program, especially when the
information may be new or controversial.
Incentives: Think carefully about how your
incentives are structured and presented to
participants. For example, research has shown
that farmers prefer upfront payments even
if they could earn more through payments
in the future. See Behavioral Insights
Brief no. 5 Gains from Avoiding Losses for
another example of how you can frame your
incentives for maximum impact.
Norms: Provide information about how other
farmers and landowners are engaging in
environmental stewardship. See Behavioral
Insights Brief no. 2 The Pull of Social
Comparisons for more information.
Defaults: In your menu of stewardship
options, make above-average environmental
commitments the default. See Behavioral
Insights Brief no. 1 Power of Defaults for more
information.
Salience: Provide clear, concise, non-technical
explanations in program materials and make
the application process as simple as possible.
See Behavioral Insights Brief no. 3 The Costs of
Complexity for more information.
Priming: Reach out to people before you ask
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for their participation. Show them the benefits
of participation through influential images and
words that may make them more receptive to
the program.
Affect: Connect with landowners on an
emotional level by describing positive
impacts of environmental stewardship that
they care about, like how their actions can
create a better world for their children and
grandchildren.
Commitment: Ask people to make a public
commitment to participate in a program,
especially if participation requires sustained
actions over time.
Ego: Recognize farmers and landowners
for their stewardship actions using awards,
verification programs, and other public
acknowledgments, including signs that
can be displayed on their land. Check out
the Michigan Agriculture Environmental
Assurance Program (MAEAP), which is an
example of a successful voluntary program
that recognizes agricultural stewards.

Testing Ideas
How much impact will these behavioral
insights have in your program? This is an
important question, and careful testing with
randomized controlled trials will give you the
answer. Using this approach, we can design
evidence-based programs with greater levels
of participation, participant satisfaction, and
improved environmental outcomes. See
Behavioral Insights Brief no. 6 Test, Learn,
Adapt for more information.

Where to Begin
Begin with CBEAR of course! Use the
information below to contact us. You can
also learn more by reading our recent article
called “Behavioral and Experimental AgriEnvironmental Research: Methodological
Challenges, Literature Gaps, and
Recommendations” which was published in
Environmental and Resource Economics in
2019 (Volume 73, Issue 3).2 You can find a
copy of the paper here.

The MINDSPACE framework was developed by Paul H. Dolan and his coauthors and published in the Journal of Economic Psychology in 2012 (Vol. 33).
Lead author of this Brief: Leah H. Palm-Forster (leahhp@udel.edu).

For references and more information about Ag-E MINDSPACE (Behavioral Insights Brief no. 8), visit centerbear.org/behavioral-insights
or email CBEAR co-Directors, Paul Ferraro (pferraro@jhu.edu) and Kent Messer (messer@udel.edu).
Funded by USDA-NIFA, CBEAR is a consortium of major research universities that uses the most modern science and methods to improve agri-environmental programs.

