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Abstract

Extension agents routinely try to persuade farmers to adopt sustainable practices, yet most operate without a deliberate understanding of
which persuasion strategies work best under which conditions. This research compared five persuasion techniques used in extension
communicationevidence-based arguments, social proof, loss framing, gain framing, and narrative storytellingto determine their relative
effectiveness in promoting sustainable agricultural practice adoption in Albania. A quasi-experimental design assigned 243 farming
households across three districts to different persuasion treatment groups, with each group receiving extension messages about soil
conservation and integrated pest management framed through a designated technique. Attitude and adoption outcomes were measured at
baseline and after 10 months (January to October 2023). Social proof (peer success stories) produced the largest adoption increase (+27.6
percentage points) while narrative storytelling generated the strongest attitude shift (+0.91 points on a 5-point scale). Evidence-based
arguments performed moderately on both outcomes. Gain framing was the least effective overall, while loss framing outperformed gain
framing by 6.8 percentage points on adoption. The findings suggest that extension communicators should match persuasion techniques to
their objectivesusing social proof when immediate behavior change is the goal and narrative approaches when deeper attitude change is
needed.
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Introduction

Every time an extension agent explains why a farmer should
try cover cropping, reduce pesticide applications, or adopt
contour plowing, that agent is engaged in persuasion. The
agent is attempting to shift the farmer’s beliefs, attitudes, or
behaviors in a direction the farmer might not otherwise
move on their own [, Yet the persuasion component of
extension work is almost never treated as a skill that can be
studied, practiced, and improved. Agents are trained in
agronomy, not in communication psychology [,

This matters because how a message is framed often
determines whether it changes behavior, independent of the
message’s factual content Bl A farmer told that neighbors
who adopted soil conservation saw yield increases of 18%
may respond very differently than one told that failing to
conserve soil risks yield losses of 22% per decadeeven
though both statements contain accurate information about
the same practice. The framing activates different
psychological mechanisms: social comparison versus loss
aversion [,

Communication research outside agriculture has generated
substantial evidence on persuasion effectiveness. Social
proof showing that peers have already adopted a behaviour
is among the strongest drivers of behavioral compliance B,
Message framing research shows that loss frames tend to
outperform gain frames for preventive behaviors, while gain
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frames work better for detection behaviors . Narrative
transportation theory suggests that stories create emotional
engagement that bypasses analytical resistance "), But this
rich evidence base has barely been applied to agricultural
extension settings, where persuasion occurs under real-
world conditions very different from controlled laboratory
experiments [,

This research tested five distinct persuasion techniques in
field extension communication in Albania and compared
their effects on farmer attitudes and sustainable practice
adoption P,

Material and Methods

Material: The research was conducted in three districts of
central Albania: Tirana, Elbasan, and Berat. These districts
were selected to represent different farming systems peri-
urban mixed farming near Tirana, rainfed cereal-livestock
systems in Elbasan, and irrigated fruit and vegetable
production in Berat. Two sustainable practices served as
target behaviors: soil conservation through cover cropping
and reduced tillage, and integrated pest management (IPM)
combining biological controls with targeted pesticide use.
Data were collected between January and October 2023.
The Agricultural University of Tirana Research Ethics
Committee approved all protocols (Ref: AUT-REC/2023-
009, December 2022) 1],
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Methods: A total of 243 farming households were assigned
to five treatment groups across the three districts using a
quasi-experimental  blocked design:  evidence-based
arguments (n=49), social proof (n=48), loss framing (n=49),
gain framing (n=48), and narrative storytelling (n=49). Each
group received three extension contacts over four months,
with messages about the same two target practices framed
through the assigned persuasion technique. Extension agents
delivering the messages received technique-specific training
to ensure fidelity. Evidence-based groups received research
data and statistics. Social proof groups heard specific

https://www.extensionjournal.com

examples of neighboring farmers who had successfully
adopted. Loss framing emphasized risks of non-adoption.
Gain framing highlighted benefits of adoption. Narrative
groups received farmer stories structured with characters,
conflict, and resolution. Baseline and endline surveys
measured attitudes (21-item scale, 5-point) and practice
adoption through field observation checklists. Analysis used
one-way ANCOVA controlling for baseline values, with
post-hoc Bonferroni comparisons between groups &% 121,

Results

Table 1: Persuasion technique effects on attitude change and practice adoption

Outcome Evidence | Social pr. | Loss fr. | Gain fr. | Narrative | P
Attitude shift (pts) +0.67 +0.84 +0.73 +0.52 +0.91 [<.001
Adoption change (%) +18.4 +27.6 +22.1 +15.3 +24.8 [<.001
Soil conservation (%) +16.3 +24.1 +26.5 +12.8 +21.4 .002
IPM adoption (%) +20.4 +31.2 +17.6 +17.8 +28.1 <.001
Message recall (1-5) 3.47 3.82 3.64 3.12 4.18 <.001

Social proof generated the strongest adoption effects overall
(+27.6%), while narrative storytelling produced the largest
attitude shifts (+0.91 points) and highest message recall

outcomes. Practice-specific effects varied: loss framing was
strongest for soil conservation (+26.5%) while social proof
dominated IPM adoption (+31.2%).

(4.18/5). Loss framing outperformed gain framing across all

Table 2: Persuasion effectiveness moderated by farmer education level

Technique Primary ed. Secondary ed. Higher ed. Interaction p
Evidence-based +11.2 +17.8 +28.6 .004
Social proof +29.4 +27.1 +24.8 .621
Loss framing +24.7 +21.8 +18.3 .284
Gain framing +12.1 +15.7 +19.4 176
Narrative +28.3 +24.2 +19.7 .097

Education level significantly moderated the effectiveness of
evidence-based arguments (p=.004), which performed three
times better among farmers with higher education than those
with primary education only. Social proof showed

consistent effectiveness regardless of education level.
Narrative approaches were slightly more effective among
less-educated farmers.
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Fig 1: Comparison of adoption change and attitude shift across five persuasion techniques

Social proof and narrative storytelling consistently
outperformed the other three techniques on both adoption
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and attitude outcomes, while gain framing showed the
weakest effects across both measures.
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Fig 2: Conceptual framework of persuasion pathways in extension communication for sustainable practice adoption

The framework maps five persuasion techniques through
central (analytical) and peripheral (heuristic) processing
routes to attitude change and behavioral intent, converging
on sustainable practice adoption, moderated by farmer
context and motivation.

Discussion

The superior performance of social proof (+27.6% adoption)
confirms what behavioral science has long demonstrated in
other domains: people follow the actions of similar others,
especially under uncertainty [, For farmers considering
unfamiliar sustainable practices, knowing that a respected
neighbor has already adopted and benefited reduces
perceived risk more effectively than abstract data or
theoretical arguments [ 3 Extension systems that
systematically collect and share local success stories may
achieve stronger behavior change than those relying on
research-based technical recommendations alone.

The narrative storytelling finding strongest attitude shift
(+0.91) and highest message recall (4.18/5) despite slightly
lower adoption than social proof suggests different
mechanisms at work. Stories create emotional engagement
and mental imagery that analytical arguments cannot match,
producing deeper attitudinal change that may translate into
more durable long-term commitment [/, The education
moderation effect reveals an important targeting insight:
evidence-based approaches work best with educated farmers
who can process statistical information, while social proof
and narrative approaches maintain effectiveness across
education levels [*4],

The loss-gain framing asymmetry (+22.1% vs +15.3%) is
consistent with prospect theory’s prediction that people
weight potential losses more heavily than equivalent gains
61 For preventive practices like soil conservation,
emphasizing what farmers stand to lose through inaction
appears more motivating than highlighting what they stand
to gain through action I,
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Policy implications

Albanian extension training curricula should incorporate
communication psychology as a core competency alongside
technical agricultural knowledge. Agents should learn to
diagnose farmer audiences and select persuasion approaches
accordingly social proof for immediate behavior change
targets, narrative approaches for communities where trust-
building and attitude shifts are priorities, and evidence-
based arguments for educated farmer groups. Extension
materials should be developed in multiple communication
formats rather than the single technical bulletin approach
currently standard across Albanian advisory services 1,

Future research directions

Three directions warrant investigation. First, whether
combined persuasion techniques (for example, social proof
embedded within narrative frameworks) produce additive or
interactive effects beyond single-technique approaches.
Second, long-term follow-up beyond 10 months to assess
whether the attitude advantages of narrative communication
translate into more sustained adoption over multiple
growing seasons. Third, replication across different cultural
contexts to test whether technique effectiveness rankings
hold across diverse farming populations in the Western
Balkans and broader Mediterranean region.

Conclusions

This research demonstrated that persuasion technique choice
meaningfully affects both attitude change and practice
adoption in agricultural extension communication. Social
proof produced the strongest adoption outcomes, narrative
storytelling generated the deepest attitude shifts and
message retention, and evidence-based arguments worked
best with educated audiences. Gain framing was
consistently the weakest approach. Extension agents
equipped with deliberate persuasion skills and trained to
match techniques to farmer audiences and communication

208


https://www.extensionjournal.com/
https://www.extensionjournal.com/

International Journal of Agriculture Extension and Social Development

objectives can achieve stronger sustainable practice
adoption than agents relying on default information-transfer
approaches.
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