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Background
Before a farmer plants cover crops or adopts a 
conservation practice, there is often a crucial 
link between intention and action — the program 
implementor. Whether this role is filled by a 
conservation district staffer, soil health specialist, 
agronomist, or nonprofit outreach coordinator, 
program implementors help turn ambitious 
sustainability goals into on-the-ground results.

At the same time, funders face increasing pressure 
to demonstrate impact amid shifting priorities and 
tightening budgets. Understanding what it truly takes 
to put an acre under conservation can help both 
funders and implementors remove barriers, align 
resources, and scale success. 

To support the work of implementors and funders 
investing in regenerative practices, Environmental 
Initiative and Farm Journal’s Trust In Food™ 

What does it take to enroll a 
producer in a conservation program?

Reach Farmers 
Faster Insights

conducted a first-of-its-kind study to benchmark 
the current levels of costs, time, and effort required 
to recruit farmers and ranchers into conservation 
programs in the United States.

Drawing on insights from over 50 industry 
stakeholders, this multi-year research project 
identifies recruitment approaches, key pain points, 
and priority areas for support among conservation 
agriculture implementors.

This research was conducted during a period of 
major disruption in federal funding for conservation 
agriculture. In early 2025, sudden freezes, 
cancellations, and restructuring of federal programs 
created widespread uncertainty for funders, 
implementors, and producers alike, underscoring the 
need for clearer benchmarks and more efficient, well-
supported enrollment strategies.



Reach Farmers Faster Insights: What Does It Take to Enroll a Producer in a Conservation Program? 2

Farmer Recruitment 
Takes More Time  
Than Expected

Study participants reported it takes them between 
two and 10 hours of direct contact to recruit a single 
producer into a program. Most implementors report 
it takes between two and five touchpoints with each 
producer before enrollment. Taking time to build 
trust with producers and identify the right messenger 
to deliver conservation messages is part of the 
“secret sauce” for more efficient recruitment and 
overall success.

What It Means
An analysis across programs indicates the amount of 
labor and resources needed to get an acre of land or 
single producer enrolled in a conservation program is 
being underestimated, resulting in underfunding this 
crucial function and lagging progress or unreached goals.

For Funders
	► Acknowledge that budgets for producer 
recruitment and relationship-building are core 
program components.

	► Encourage and support data collection on the time 
and tactics required by implementing partners to 
enroll participants.

For Implementors
	► If you’re unsure whether you’ve underestimated 
producer outreach activities or know you’ve 
underbudgeted, prioritize sampling or establishing 
ongoing data collection on the time, tactics, and 
resources needed to recruit a participant into a 
program to strengthen your case.

	► Use your data to set realistic enrollment goals (or 
help your funder set informed goals) and advocate 
for adequate staffing.
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Findings, Insights, and Recommendations

This report presents key findings, insights, and go-forward recommendations  
based on analysis by our team of data, communication, and intelligence experts.
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Simplicity and Support  
Reduce Enrollment Costs

Enrollment costs hinge on incentives and simplicity. 
Surveyed implementors agree upon these ways to 
help reduce the cost of getting a participant to enroll: 

	► Simplified application processes. 

	► Better-timed reimbursement periods. 

	► Access to lists of qualified leads.*

	► Higher producer incentives.

What It Means
Adjustments to program design and support for 
strategic producer recruitment may help make 
enrollment less costly.

	► Simplifying conservation program applications for 
producers and adjusting reimbursement timelines 
can remove barriers like unexplained land use 
limitations, misaligned cost expectations, assumed 
disqualifying properties, or assumed ineligibility.

	► Implementors’ territories vary widely. Qualified 
leads help them target likely participants and 
reduce time spent on low-probability prospects.

	► Raising direct incentives can improve enrollment 
outcomes in contexts where producers are 
weighing participation across multiple conservation 
programs and competing income opportunities.

For Funders
	► Set conservation program investment and 
reimbursement timelines with input from agronomic 
experts or producers. Misaligned reporting and 
reimbursement cadences and insufficient staffing 
to meet timelines can deter producer participation. 
For example, if work needs to be completed before 
an area freezes in winter, financial assistance should 
be offered in the work season and immediately 
after work is completed to help relieve financial 
burden and risk.

	► Provide funding for implementors to source 
baseline producer data to narrow in on their most 
likely prospects for more efficient outreach.

	► If enrollment lags, compare your incentives to all 
alternative income options in the region. Even 
small incentive increases can give your program a 
competitive edge.

For Implementors
	► Supplement your personal relationships with 
broader sets of producer data from purchased 
or acquired data providers, program enrollee 
feedback, or locally conducted surveys. A list of 
qualified leads can help small teams, newer staff, 
or programs covering larger geographical areas 
target likely participants.

	► Scaling enrollment may require layering kitchen 
table conversations with wider-scale engagement 
designed to reach producer audiences in a range of 
formats. Where are your producers spending their 
time online and in-person? Can you connect with 
them in new ways and in unexpected places?
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*Qualified leads are producers who, based on relevant data and known eligibility, interest, and capacity, are considered likely to enroll in a conservation program.
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Collaboration Unlocks 
Efficiency 

Top pain points for implementors included funding/
budget constraints and external bureaucracy, 
including shifting of industry-wide priorities. 
Respondents recommended focusing on building 
relationships and understanding between 
implementors and funders as a key to success.

What It Means
Rather than producer outreach or engagement 
limitations, the design of conservation programs is 
the cause of several barriers implementors report to 
producer enrollment.

For Funders
Work with implementing partners to establish a 
reporting timeline aligned with the growing calendar 
that accounts for implementing partners’ workload 
and budgeting processes, as well as those of the 
producers or landowners they serve. 

For Implementors
Implementors have found success through strong, 
partnership-based relationships with their funders 
where mutual agreements can be reached to reduce 
unnecessary paperwork and free up funding for 
outcome-driving efforts.

Small Teams Carry  
Heavy Workloads

Transitioning to regenerative practices is a labor-
intensive business with a correlation between number 
of producers served and staff size. While 79% of 
respondents report spending 15 or more hours each 
week administering their programs, just 47% spend 
that much time supporting enrolled participants. 

Most programs also run with fewer than five full-time 
employees. Adequate staff expertise and training 
(51%) and adequate staffing numbers (43%) are 
among the top three factors in an organization’s 
ability to meet program goals. 

Often, recruitment and outreach were appended 
duties to roles rather than dedicated jobs, resulting  
in a lack of efficiency and overstretched staff.

What It Means
Surveyed implementors are spending as much or 
more time on administration as they are with farmers. 
Most programs operate with few full-time employees, 
signaling that scaling adoption and achieving outlined 
goals will require additional investment in staff capacity.

For Funders
	► Study data supports targeted investment in 
additional implementer staff for outreach, 
recruitment, and enrollment to increase  
program efficacy.

	► Funding for technical assistance and building 
networks across supply chains may also attract 
and unlock access to additional participants.

For Implementors
	► Data indicates recruitment and enrollment-
focused staff are crucial to scalability. Continue to 
lean into these areas and prioritize these roles in 
management decisions.

	► Use the data from this study and information 
gleaned from other implementors in similar 
programs or regions to shore up staff investments 
from funders. 
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Programs Lack Data  
on Recruitment Costs

Forty-one percent of surveyed implementors don’t 
have the information they need to estimate their 
program recruitment and enrollment costs. The 
survey indicated almost all programs measure success 
by acres or number of producers enrolled but did 
not have data on producer conversion or enrollment 
success rates. 

What It Means
Implementors lack the time, capacity, tools, and data 
required to evaluate their outreach effectiveness and 
provide funders with insights needed to inform right-
sized investments in producer recruitment efforts. 

For Funders
	► Account for outreach data collection and analysis as 
part of implementing a program to find efficiencies 
that benefit the overall project. 

	► When auditing implementing partners, use your 
verification data to open a conversation with 
program implementors about efficacy, efficiency, 
and other conversion metrics to grow your 
investment and their strength as partners over time.

For Implementors
	► When possible, reflect after each campaign, season, 
or enrollment period to identify common factors 
behind successful enrollments, then align future 
outreach and program focus with what proved 
most effective.

	► Use this research and other published case studies 
to advocate for additional investment in program 
recruitment data collection and analysis. 
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Evidence of Practice  
ROI Builds Trust

Scientific data and economic models that quantify 
the impact, return on investment, and success of 
sustainable practices are needed. Producers want to 
know exactly what they are being asked to do, for how 
long, to what benefit, and with what support before 
taking a step toward participation, but the answers to 
their questions aren’t always available. Information 
needs to be readily accessible, understandable, and 
regionally relevant to the potential recruits of a 
program for maximum resonance. 

What It Means
	► A significant amount of the time invested in 
recruitment is spent debating the science  
and return on investment of conservation 
practices in addition to the specifics of program 
terms and enrollment.

	► Study participants shared that proof-of-concept tools 
are important for both reporting to stakeholders 
and engaging skeptical farmers and ranchers.

For Funders and Implementors
	► Investment in establishing or contributing to easy-
to-access shared industry tools, reports, or other 
studies regarding the efficacy of conservation 
practices would build the case above and beyond 
specific programs, helping to reduce time spent  
with each producer and freeing up resources for 
greater impact. 

	► Some implementors have completed case studies 
but only use them for their specific program. 
Pooling case study resources could help programs 
and practices gain greater ground.

	► Easy-to-use formats with success and challenge 
stories are aligned with shorter, smoother enrollments. 
Technical and hard-to-find case study information is 
not as valuable in the recruitment process. 
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Multi-Season Contracts  
Are Most Beneficial 

While contract lengths vary, implementors surveyed 
largely agree that multi-season contracts are common 
and important.

What It Means
Supporting producers for multiple seasons is attractive 
to both producers and implementors. The time invested 
in recruiting and onboarding a producer can lead to 
phased expansion over time and often requires less 
effort year-after-year as producers build confidence 
and competence. 

Respondents also noted a mismatch between the 
timeline of common practices and the timeline of 
most programs. For example, cover crops can take 
up to three years to deliver full impact, while many 
programs fund participation for only one season. 

7 Maintaining relationships beyond a one-year term, or 
helping producers transition into additional programs, 
is more efficient than restarting outreach for each 
enrollment period.

For Funders and Implementors
	► Resist the temptation to consider producers as only 
active for one-year agreements, even if a specific 
program contract is short term.

	► Offer options for contracts where possible. If you 
plan to ask for renewals, offer a multi-year contract 
and provide the shortest windows feasible to 
attract skeptical landowners/producers. 

	► Have a shortlist of other programs and practices 
that could be suggested to those exiting your 
program to support overall conservation outcomes. 
Pass along your progress.
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Methodology
We began with in-depth interviews and informal 
input sessions to learn from people working directly 
with farmers and ranchers on conservation programs. 
From January to April 2025, we spoke with outreach 
staff and program leaders representing a wide range 
of organizations—from national and international 
funders to county-level conservation groups. These 
conversations helped shape a national online survey.

Working with Environmental Initiative, Trust in Food™ 
then designed and distributed an online survey to 
nonprofit, government, and industry conservation 
program staff across the country from June to July 
2025. In total, more than 50 experts contributed to 
the study. 

Throughout the process, an advisory council of 
conservation and academic experts reviewed survey 
and interview questions to ensure they reflected real-
world experience and research best practices.

Advisory Council Members
	► Jennifer Nelligan, Chief Program Officer, National 
Association of Conservation Districts

	► Jennifer Park, Senior Manager, Collective Action, 
The Sustainability Consortium

	► Steve Sonka, Emeritus Professor of Agricultural 
Strategy, University of Illinois; Senior Advisor and 
Scientist, National Great Rivers Research and 
Education Center

Respondents included thirty-seven 
conservation program leaders 
from nonprofits, universities, 
businesses, conservation districts, 
and agencies. 

Most conversations (95%) were 
with program implementors 
ranging from months to over 30 
years of on-the-ground experience.

Respondents were geographically 
diverse, with clusters in the 
Midwest and California.

Respondent Snapshot

Range of producers served included 
specialty crops, but the majority 
worked with row crop and livestock 
operations. Top commodities were 
corn, soy, and beef.

Most common focus areas of the 
programs served were soil health, 
water quality, nutrient management, 
no-till/low-till, and cover crops.

Programs range from small to 
large, with most serving 25–100 
producers.
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About Us

Contact Us

Scan to learn more about 
our work to support the 
conservation community 
when designing farmer 
outreach and engagement 
strategies.

For questions or a briefing on research 
findings contact:

Jaycie Thomsen, Associate Partnership Director
jthomsen@environmental-initiative.org 
612-334-3388 ext. 8109

Environmental Initiative is a nonprofit that connects people from communities, 
government, nonprofits, and businesses to solve environmental problems in 
partnership. By focusing on collaboration where it’s most needed, we can achieve 
solutions that are more equitable and long-lasting.

Trust In Food™ is the social-purpose initiative of Farm Journal working to 
accelerate and scale the transition to more sustainable and resilient agricultural 
systems. We deploy the unparalleled business intelligence, data, reach and trust of 
the nearly 150-year-old Farm Journal company to unleash the potential of every 
dollar invested in sustainable agriculture within the United States.

This research was made possible through the generous support of Walmart 
Foundation.


