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10 Guiding Principles for Consumer Dialogue
Consumers want to hear from real, authentic farmers. You are  
the best ambassador for what you do and consumers are hungry  
for information. 

Consumers want to learn from real family farmers and have faith  
that farmers are making decisions that are based on an ethical  
code of conduct, using best practices and that there are 
regulations in place for growing and raising the healthy food  
they feed their families.  

They want to know that you’re listening to their concerns and will  
respond to them. They want you to be open about what’s happening  
on your farm and why.

1.    Be yourself – authentic farmers are viewed as  
credible messengers 
We know farmers themselves are viewed as hardworking and 
honest. Now we need to engage in open dialogue to build on  
that image and improve consumers’ confidence in you and  
your farming practices.  

2.    Understand that consumers listen to everything through 
a “Do you care about me, my family and my world?” lens 
Put yourself in the consumers’ shoes. They want to hear from 
you, but in the context of their world of protecting the health  
and safety of their families; protecting the environment; and 
caring for animals. Begin by connecting through shared values, 
then answer questions.

3.    Be transparent and forthcoming 
Farmers often feel compelled to defend what they do and 
therefore tend to tell the positive stories without acknowledging 
the challenges, negative issues or perceptions. Presenting a 
single-sided version creates questions, concerns and suspicions 
in the minds of consumers.  
 
Be open and honest about your farm. Tell consumers the truth, 
not what you think they want to hear. Tell them not just what 
you do, but why you do it. They won’t like everything you do, 
spraying chemicals for example, but you probably have a good 
reason for doing it. The more open and confident you are when 
talking about your farm, the more consumers will trust you and 
what you do.
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4.    Listen and ask questions – create two-way communication

No one likes to be lectured to. Just ask your kids. 
 
Consumers want to know and understand the day-to-day  
activities and challenges at your farm. Part of that is asking  
questions. Be conversational. 

5.  Don’t get caught up in the details
Simple sound bites that provide “assurance” can have more 
impact than long, detailed responses. 
 
Relate to them and to their world. When you get technical, 
consumers generally shut down. Conversations about the cost 
or quantity of food or profits with words like efficiency, faster, 
profitability and productivity are not effective.

6.    Be confident
They want to know that you’re in control, both in what  
you do, and how you do it. If you come across as uncertain,  
you are suspect.

7.    Put a smile on your face
Consumers perceive that if you love what you’re doing, you will 
do it well and won’t cut corners. If you have a smile on your face 
they’ll know you’re enjoying your job and they can approach you.  

8.    Offer firsthand experiences
For consumers, seeing is believing. Hands-on opportunities  
offer consumers lasting impressions about farmers and farming. 
Meeting you and learning more about what you do is important 
in shaping positive attitudes toward farmers. Give consumers 
hands-on opportunities to learn about how their food is grown.

9.    Share your farm’s beautiful scenery  —  
it evokes positive emotions

To a consumer who lives and works in Chicago, images of wide-
open fields, crops growing and families working together evoke 
positive emotions. Seeing photos of beautiful farm scenery can 
give consumers the feeling of a firsthand experience. Consumers 
want to feel a personal connection through what they see.  

10.  Reach consumers on their terms 
Consumers want to know about your farm, but the messages 
need to reach them in a way that’s easy for them – they don’t 
want to work to find the information they need. 
 
Actual experiences with farmers and farming are limited,  
so we must connect with consumers in places where they’re 
eating or thinking about food, such as the Internet, grocery 
stores, farmer’s markets, festivals and museums.


