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Background

▪ Already a rich literature on farmers’ voluntary adoption of AE practices:
▪ Socio-demographic characteristics of farmers (age, education,…)
▪ Economic factors (transaction costs, application burden…)
▪ Structural farm characteristics (farm size, production system,…)
▪ Institutions

▪ Adoption of practices still remains disappointing in some domains, despite win-
win practices in some cases (Glenk et al. 2014)
▪ Look beyond the assumption that farmers are profit maximisers
▪ Understand how “behavioural factors” can enter into farmers’ decision to adopt such 

practices
▪ Psychological dispositions and personality traits
▪ Farmers’ identity(-ies), goals and attitudes
▪ Social / Peer effects

▪ Less research looking directly at climate change mitigation practices:
▪ Research on the role of behavioural factors on the adoption of AE practices in general 
▪ Specific characteristics of the adoption of climate change mitigation practices

▪ What it tells us on likely drivers and barriers



Rationale 

• Most incentives, such as AECS payments, only address 
pecuniary motivations
• In line with profit maximisation behaviour 

• Adoption of pro-environmental land management associated with 
reduction in profit

• But land managers might respond to other motivations: 
• Individual environmental preferences (Vanslembrouck et al, 2002, Palm-Forster 

et al, 2017) 

• Warm glow effect (Andreoni, 1989, 1990)

• Social norms (Chen et al. 2009; Kuhfuss et al. 2016)

• → For a same level of profit, adoption of pro-environmental land-
management may be associated with increased or decreased utility 

• How does this apply to the adoption of climate change mitigation 
practices?



What is meant by “behavioural factors”?

▪ Dessart et al. 2019 (ERAE), p. 422



What are the characteristics  of the behavioural change 
that would be required from farmers when adopting 
climate change mitigation practices? 

▪ Costs and benefits (Wreford et al. 2017):

▪ Costly to farmers, at least during a transition period, but likely in the 
longer term as well depending on actions

▪ Beneficial to most – global public good – but only marginally to the 
farmers

▪ Benefits are delayed in time





• Perceived costs vs perceived benefits: 
Feliciano et al (2014) find that Scottish 
farmers are more likely to adopt 
mitigation action which is also 
accompanied by a reduction in costs 
(e.g. mineral nitrogen fertilisers inputs)

• Time inconsistent choices can lead to 
too little concern about ecosystem 
services (Shogren 2012) (too little 
investment in climate change mitigation 
actions in the short term).



• Altruism and environmental preferences play a 
role in farmers’ adoption of AE practices

• → range of public goods
• Blackwell and McKee (2003): 2 dimensions matter 

to explain contributions to a local vs global public 
good: the number of beneficiaries and the return 

to contributions made. 
• for similar levels of return, individuals 

prefer to contribute to the local public 
goods 

• but when the returns from the global 
public good are higher, individuals also 
contribute to the global public good, 
without reducing contributions to the 
local pub

• Farmers have been found to be more likely to 
contribute to local, tangible, public goods (e.g. 
biodiversity, water quality enhancement) (McCann 
et al. 2014, Davidson et al. 2019) → highlighting 
multiple benefits of climate change mitigation 
practices



What are the characteristics  of the behavioural change 
that would be required from farmers when adopting 
climate change mitigation practices? 

▪ Environmental outcomes rely heavily on efforts also being made by 
others, not only farmers (to achieve sectorial emission reduction 
targets) but the overall society (to achieve national targets), and 
beyond national boundaries (to achieve international objectives)





What are the characteristics  of the behavioural change 
that would be required from farmers when adopting 
climate change mitigation practices? 

▪ Individual actions and outcomes (GHG emissions) are unobservable 
(and not directly measurable)

▪ McCann et al 2014 find that practices that have a more obvious effect on 
water quality are more likely to be adopted than ones with less visible effects 
(under same perceived profitability)



• Ability to observe an innovation provides 
information to others at low cost (McCann 

et al 2014, Rogers 2003)
• Farmers are more likely to participate in 

PES scheme if they live close to an area 
where participation is already high (Allaire 

et al. 2009)
• “Triability” is affected by observability



What are the characteristics  of the behavioural change 
that would be required from farmers when adopting 
climate change mitigation practices? 

▪ Risk and uncertainty





• European farmers are mostly 
risk averse 

• Paggliacci et al. 2020 find that 
risk attitudes are important 
drivers of early adopters of 
climate-smart practices (Italy)



• Misjudgement on the 
impact of low-probability 
– high severity events

• Individuals avoid making 
decision under ambiguity 
(Shogren 2012) 

• Attitudes towards climate 
change (belief) is not 
associated with adoption 
of mitigation practices 
(Niles et al. 2015, 
Wreford et al. 2017, 
Davidson et al 2019) 



▪ Range of behavioural factors can explain low adoption rates of 
climate change mitigation practices

▪ → Potential solutions?

What next?



• Knowledge exchange / extension services
Fostering a sense of capacity and confidence is a key driver 

(Niles et al 2015)
Key to the success of many collective actions, but unlikely to 

achieve farmer engagement in collective management of 
AE issues as stand-alone interventions (Ervin et al. 2019)

• AECS / Eco-scheme payments
• Insurance mechanisms 



• Green credentials (early 
adopters) (Howley and Ocean 
2021)

• Descriptive social norms (mixed 
evidence)
• No effect of nudges 

(Howley and Ocean 2022, 
Kuhfuss et al 2022)

• Small effects (Kuhfuss et 
al. 2016, Czap et al. 2019, 
Chabé-Ferret et al. 2019)

• Importance of role models 
showcasing practices 



• Targeting information in a way that appeals to individual’s values without 
crowding out their intrinsic motivations

• Importance of social recognition and appreciation of environmental 
achievements and their relation with the concept of being a “good farmer” 
also discussed (Birge and Herzon 2019)

• Collective approaches: 
• Initiate a dynamic of change and diffusion of new practices (mutual 

learning,  shared investments)
• Shared values and beliefs by farmers: in particular environmental and 

production-related values (intrinsic motivations) as basis of culturally-
sustainable collaborative AES (Kuhfuss et al. 2019)

• Notion of trust prominent – foundational aspect of social capital 
(Prazan and Theesfeld 2014) 

• Establish a new social norm / switching farmers’ identity towards more 
CC-friendly practices and system (Pretty 2003, Chen et al.  2009)



Conclusions

▪ → Need to strike a balance between reward-based measures
(more effective in the short-term) and measures based on 
farmers’ intrinsic motivations (likely stronger long-term 
impact) (Burton and Paragahawewa 2011)

▪ General findings on behavioural factors affecting the uptake of 
AE practices for climate change mitigation?

▪ Context / culture specific effects: 

▪ Assessment of local drivers and barriers and their heterogeneity

▪ Ex ante evaluation of potential intervention
▪ Economic experiments as potential complementary tool to current evaluation toolbox 

that account for behavioural factors (Lefebvre et al. 2021)

▪ Replication / meta-analysis as a key way forward to disentangle local 
specific effects from general behaviour model



Thank you for your attention
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