
Communication 

Landowners' Educational Needs 

and How Foresters Can Respond 

A study of nonindustrial private forest land- 
owners in Utah and Indiana--states with 

different ownership characteristics and nm- 
ben--reveals that direct, simple, flexible 
educational methods like newsletters and 

personal assistance are preferred over work- 
shops and high-tech methods. Landowners 
with large parcels tend to know more about 
forestry, but the increasing fragmentation of 
forestland and the diversity of forest land- 
owners mean that foresters must fit the mes- 

sage to new and different audiences. Because 
timber production is not important to many 
landowners, stewardship programs should 
address the benefits that people do derive 
from their land. 

By Michael R. Kuhns, MarkW. 
Brunson, and Scott D. Roberts 

he need to educate the public 
about forests and forestry is a 
perennial call to action in the 

Society of American Foresters and other 
organizations. Effective education, 
however, requires that teachers under- 
stand their students, and foresters have 
typically operated with inadequate un- 
derstanding of the public. That perhaps 
is not surprising, considering American 
citizens' diversity and lack of forestry 
orientation. However, we have not 

fared much better in understanding and 
educating forest landowners. 

Nonindustrial private forest (NIPF) 
owners are a diverse group with small 
individual impacts but a large collec- 
tive impact on forests and forestry. 
They generally lack expertise in for- 
estry, yet they control 59 percent of US 
timberland (Powell et al. 1993). They 
are a difficult group to reach because 
their numbers are growing and they 
are becoming more diverse (Sampson 
and DeCoster 1997). Birch (1996a) 
reports a 28 percent increase in the 
number of private forest landowners in 
the United States, from 7.8 million in 
1978 to 9.9 million in 1994. Numbers 
of forest landowners in the West in- 

creased even more rapidly, from 
618,000 in 1978 to just over a million 
in 1994, an increase of 67 percent. 

More forest landowners means in- 

creased fragmentation of the NIPF land 
base: 95 percent of NIPF landowners in 
the United States own less than 100 

acres, and 60 percent own less than 10 
acres. In the Rocky Mountain states the 
figures are 92 percent and 55 percent, 
respectively, and in the Midwest, 94 
percent and 47 percent, using Birch's 
individual ownership category as an ap- 
proximation of NIPF acreage (Birch 
1996a). A large proportion of NIPF 
acreage, however, is concentrated in the 
hands of a small number of landowners, 

with 10 percent holding 75 percent of 
the land (Powell et al. 1993). Educa- 
tional approaches designed for large 
landowners might not work with small 
landowners and vice versa because the 

groups own and manage land in differ- 
ent ways for different reasons (Blatner 
et al. 1991; Force and Lee 1991; Moul- 
ton and Birch 1996; Sampson and De- 
Coster 1997). 

The information reported here was 
part of a larger study of NIPF land- 
owners' knowledge of and attitudes to- 
ward ecosystem management in several 
US regions; the full report and a de- 
tailed description of our methods are 
included in Brunson et al. (1996). 

Methods 

We designed our survey to reveal 
NIPF owners' demographics, land- 
ownership characteristics and manage- 
ment practices, and their attitudes, 
knowledge, and beliefs about ecosys- 
tem management and partnerships. 
Questions about landowners' general 
and forestry-related educational back- 
ground were included; respondents 
were asked where they got information 
about forest management and how 
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they preferred to learn more. 
Utah and Indiana were chosen for 

this study as representing public forest 
and private forest states, respectively. 
Utah's 16 million acres of forest and 

woodland (30 percent of the state) is 
owned primarily by the federal govern- 
ment; about 3 million acres belongs to 
2,700 NIPF owners. Forests are mostly 
at high elevations, where few people 
live, and are used much more for recre- 
ation and grazing than for timber har- 
vesting. Indiana has about 4.4 million 
acres of forest (20 percent of its area) 
with little federal ownership; 3.8 mil- 
lion acres is held by 151,000 private 
owners (Birch 1996b). These forest- 
lands are scattered throughout the state 
within a matrix of agricultural land. 
Nearly half the owners harvest timber, 
but recreation is a dominant use. 

Questionnaires were sent in sum- 
mer 1994 to 750 NIPF owners each in 

Indiana and Utah. Reminder post- 
cards and a followup mailing to all 
nonrespondents were sent to increase 
returns and minimize nonresponse 
bias. Usable responses totaled 554 in 
Indiana (78 percent response rate) and 
334 in Utah (54 percent response 

Foresters; take a group of NIPF 
landowners on a•tour of a Doug- 
lassfir cle rcu e•st of Ogden, 
U ßilT, tt•at. heas failed to regener- 
ate. •n. ers ,refer per- 
sonal•on . wit, a forester 
al!d rec-ipt , •r' ted materials 
ov•er , , , classroom mstruct•on 

and use of -lectronic media as 

means to learn more about 

how to manage their land. 

rate). Indianans' response may be 
higher because the sample frame in- 
cluded only landowners enrolled in a 
state incentive program, which may 
have influenced not only their willing- 
ness to respond but also some of their 
educational practices and preferences. 
These landowners, who must have an 

approved management plan with an 
occasional site visit by a state service 
forester, are likely more knowledgeable 
about forestry than the general forest 
landowner in lndiana. 

Results 

Here we present important charac- 
teristics of the landowners in our study 
and explore how their educational 
practices and preferences varied with 
these characteristics. 

Landownership size, resident status, 
and benefits derived. Most respondents 
in both states owned 10 to 1,000 acres: 

Utah Indiana 

10-99 acres 43% 37% 

100-999 35 59 

1,000-9,999 17 4 
10,000+ 3 0 

Utahns were much more likely to be 

absentees, living away from their land, 
than Indiana respondents (89 percent 
in Utah versus 49 percent in Indiana). 
Benefits derived from their foresdands 

were similar, with such noncommodity 
benefits as enjoying scenery, viewing 
wildlife, and hiking rated highest (table 
1, p. 40). Relatively few landowners 
rated income as an important reason 
for owning forested land, though 44 
percent of Utahns reported grazing and 
45 percent of Indianans reported tim- 
ber income as benefits. 

Landowner education. Respondents' 
general education levels were higher in 
Utah than in Indiana and were higher 
than the general publids education lev- 
els as indicated by census data (Day and 
Curry 1997). Only 6 percent of respon- 
dents in Indiana and 4 percent in Utah 
had not finished high school, compared 
with 16 percent and 9 percent for the 
overall population of those states. Col- 
lege graduation rates were especially 
high, with 43 percent of Indiana re- 
spondents and 50 percent of Utah re- 
spondents having at least a bachelor's 
degree, compared with 16 percent and 
26 percent for the general public age 25 
or older in those states in 1996. 

Most respondents categorized their 
previous forestry education as moderate 
(50 percent in Utah and 61 percent in 
Indiana). Twenty percent in Utah and 
15 percent in Indiana felt they knew 
very little about forests; 20 percent in 
both states felt they had learned a lot 
about forests, though not from formal 
forestry courses. At least some forestry- 
related college coursework was reported 
by 10 percent of NIPF owners in Utah 
and 5 percent in Indiana. 

Larger landowners (1,000 acres or 
more) reported a level of knowledge 
about forestry that was significantly 
higher than that reported by landown- 
ers who owned less acreage (g2 = 19.7, 
P = 0.032). In Utah 25 percent of the 
respondents owning 1,000 acres or 
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more felt they had a lot of informal 
knowledge about forests, and 19 percent 
had taken college courses, compared 
with 18 percent and 4 percent for those 
owning less than 100 acres. Results were 
similar for Indiana landowners, with 30 

percent of those owning 1,000 acres or 
more reporting a lot of informal knowl- 
edge about forests and 10 percent hav- 
ing some college courses, compared 
with 17 percent and 5 percent for those 
owning less than 100 acres. 

Education and inJ3rmation practices 
Newspapers and magazines were the 
most-used sources of information 

about managing wooded lands in both 
states (table 2). Extension publications 
and agent advice also were highly used, 
especially in Indiana. The largest land- 
owners were more likely to use exten- 
sion publications and agents in Utah 
and state or university forestry special- 
ists in both states. Otherwise, informa- 
tion sources used by landowners varied 
little by size of ownership. 

Landowners in both states who re- 

ported a higher level of forestry educa- 
tion used a wider variety of informa- 
tion sources than those who reported 
less forestry education (table 3). Those 
reporting more forestry education were 
much more likely to use state or uni- 
versity forestry specialists, and those 
who had taken college forestry courses 
were more likely to use textbooks 
However, in Indiana those with college 
forestry education were considerably 
less likely to use extension and the 
USDA Forest Service as an informa- 
tion source than those with less for- 

estry education. The most-used meth- 
ods for landowners who reported little 
forestry education varied by state: ex- 
tension publications, newspaper and 
magazine articles, and the Forest Ser- 
vice were used more in Indiana, and 

newspaper and magazine articles, 
friends' or relatives' advice, and radio 
and TV were used more in Utah. 

Absentee landowners generally dif- 
fered little from resident landowners in 

the information sources they used. In 
both states, however, resident land- 
owners more commonly used exten- 
sion publications; in Utah they also 
turned to state and university experts 
and the Forest Service. 

Education and inJ3rmation preJ•r- 

40 August 1998 



ences. Preferred methods for learning 
more about forestry (table 4) generally 
followed current practices; desire for 
newer, nontraditional methods is fairly 
low. In both states NIPF owners 

strongly preferred printed informa- 
uon--newsletters, brochures--and 
personal contact with a forester. Prefer- 
ences for classes or workshops were 
higher than for videoconferences but 
still lower than for personal assistance 
and all print methods except library 
books. Five of the six least-preferred 
educational methods were electronic 

technologies: on-line computer con- 
nections, videoconferences, videotapes, 
radio, and television. 

Large landowners in Utah were 

much more likely to prefer personal as- 
sistance and less likely to rely on radio, 
TV, or library books for information. 
Ownership size in Indiana had no sig- 
nificant effect. Forestry education level 
affected certain preferences (table 5), 
with personal assistance from a forester 
more popular among college-educated 
(forestry) landowners in Utah and all 
but the little-educated landowners in 

Indiana. Those who reported more for- 
estry education in Indiana were more 
likely to prefer classes or workshops, 
videoconferences, library books, and 
computer bulletin boards, with most 
of the preference for workshops and 
bulletin boards expressed by those who 
were college educated. 

Absentees differed little from resi- 

dents in their information preferences in 
Indiana (data not shown). In Utah, res- 
ident landowners showed a much higher 
preference than absentees for newsletters 
(69 percent versus 47 percent), classes 
and workshops (47 percent versus 24 
percent), and personal assistance (72 
percent versus 41 percent). 

[}iscussion 

Education levels of our respondents 
were higher than those of the general 
public and higher than have been re- 
ported for NIPF owners in several 
other studies. Bliss et al. (1994) found 
that among forest owners in the mid- 
South, half had a high school educa- 
tion or less--as did most non-forest 

owners. Baldwin and Haymond 
(1994) reported that 46 percent of 
NIPF owners in the Southeast had a 

high school education or less; the fig- 
ure in Washington state was 41 percent 
(Blamer et al. 1991). This compares 
with 31 percent of Indianans and 18 
percent of Utahns in our study who 
had a high school education or less. 

The higher education levels of re- 
spondents in Indiana and Utah may be 
an artifact of our lengthy mail survey, 
which tended to exclude people with 
poor reading skills and lower education 
levels. However, several authors de- 
scribe NIPF owners as a well-educated 

group who are becoming better edu- 
cated and wealthier (Jones et al. 1995; 
Birch 1996a; Sampson and DeCoster 
1997). Birch (1996a) reported in a na- 
tional study that although the percent- 
age of white-collar private forest land- 
owners changed little from 1978 to 
1994 (from 33 percent to 32 percent), 
they owned a greater proportion of 
forestland in 1994 (25 percent of the 
land in 1978 and 29 percent in 1994). 
The proportion of blue-collar forest 
landowners, on the other hand, de- 
creased greatly between 1978 and 1994 
(from 25 percent to 16 percent of all 
private forest landowners), and they 
owned only 9 percent of the acreage in 
1994, compared with 18 percent in 
1978. Though this implies a better-ed- 
ucated and perhaps wealthier group of 
forest landowners on average, forest 
ownership by retired persons and those 
working in service industries increased 
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greatly during this period. Relative ed- 
ucation and income levels of these two 

groups are not readily apparent. 
Though most landowners in our 

study were well educated, they likely 
could benefit by knowing more about 
their forests and about sources of expert 
assistance. Egan and Jones (1993) 
found a strong positive correlation be- 
tween Pennsylvania landowners' forest 
stewardship knowledge and the condi- 
tion of their forestland after timber har- 

vest, and an even stronger correlation 
with landowners' use of expert assis- 
tance and the subsequent condition of 
their land. In our study, close to three 
quarters of respondents characterized 
their forestry knowledge as moderate or 
less. One fifth of the respondents in a 
study of Idaho NIPF owners did not 
know where they could get expert for- 
estry assistance (Force and Lee 1991). 

We found that large landowners ap- 
peared to be more knowledgeable 
about forestry than small landowners, 
based on self-assessment and college 
coursework. This suggests that forestry 
educators may be reaching the group 
that controls the most acreage. How- 
ever, though we have no indication of a 
trend in ownership size from our study, 
Birch (1996a) reported that nation- 
wide the number of private forest land- 
owners increased and average owner- 
ship size decreased from 1978 to 1994, 
with 90 percent of private ownerships 
now having less than 100 acres each 
but controlling an aggregate 30 per- 
cent of all private forestland. Most of 
the increase in the proportion and 
number of small ownerships is coming 
in the 10- to 49-acre category, with the 
biggest decreases in acreage in the 100- 
to 499-acre and 500- to 999-acre cate- 

gories. This increased fragmentation is 
coupled with a fairly short ownership 
tenure: 40 percent of today's landown- 
ers acquired their forestland since 1978 
(Birch 1996a). 

Indications for the Future 

Ownership fragmentation and 
turnover will make education much 

more difficult because a growing num- 
ber of landowners may know less about 
forestry and have different motivations 
and different educational needs than 

past owners. Bliss et al. (1994) found 

that most NIPF owners in the Tennessee 

Valley region did not see themselves as 
part of a forestry community or feel a 
connection to the practice of forestry or 
harvesting timber. Rather, they were 
much like the general public in their en- 
vironmental orientation, supporting 
forest management only if it is carried 
out with a commitment to environmen- 

tal protection. NIPF owners' general 
low priority for harvesting timber from 
their land was confirmed in this study 
and has been reported by others (Force 
and Lee 1991; Jones et al. 1995; Birch 
1996a; Sampson and DeCoster 1997). 

We found that NIPF owners use 

and prefer publications and personal 
contact with an expert but have less in- 
terest in meetings. Similar results have 
been r•eported in Washington (Blatner 
et al. 1991) and the Southeast (Bald- 
win and Haymond 1994), although 
Force and Lee (1991) found that 40 
percent of NIPF owners in Idaho were 
interested in attending meetings near 
their homes to learn about forest care 

and management. Though we don't 
know from our study what it is about a 
particular educational method that 
landowners like or dislike, it appears 
that methods that tie people to a cer- 
tain location or time, such as work- 
shops and live videoconferences at a 
central location, are less preferred. 
Methods that can work anywhere, any- 
time--such as publications--are much 
preferred. Personal assistance from a 
forester may not be so convenient, but 
perhaps its value to landowners out- 
weighs any inconvenience. 

Though our respondents had very 
little interest in using what we called 
computer bulletin boards, communi- 
cations technology has changed so 
much in the four years since our survey 
that this likely is not a good indicator 
of current preferences. Accessing infor- 
mation on World Wide Web home 

pages is convenient for people with In- 
ternet connection, regardless of their 
proximity to their land or the source of 
assistance. Whether forest landowners 

will use the Internet is unknown, how- 
ever, although the authors' recent expe- 
riences suggest that many will. 

Convenience and flexibility of deliv- 
ery and use may be especially important 
for educational programs and media 

aimed at absentee landowners. Newslet- 
ters and fact sheets can be mailed to 

them, and they can get information on 
the Internet at their convenience 

Workshops and one-on-one assistance 
are much less effective with absentee 

owners, though well-advertised and ap- 
propriately timed workshops may be 
useful in urban areas, where many of 
these absentee landowners live. 

We see educational opportunities 
but also new challenges with small for- 
est landowners, whose increasing num- 
bers are taxing the limited staffs of ex- 
tension forestry, state forestry, and other 
agencies and groups. These owners may 
be less amenable to forestry education 
in general; in our study they indicated 
lower use and less preference for most 
educational methods or sources (tab/es 
2 and 4). Though reaching these land- 
owners with a workshop or one-on-one 
consultation might be ideal, their num- 
bers, scattered locations, and possible 
lack of interest make these options dif- 
ficult. As with absentee landowners, 
small landowners and those with less 

forestry education may best be reached 
through mass mailings of newsletters 
and fact sheets. 

Mass media techniques can be used 
to reach large numbers of small land- 
owners and scattered absentee land- 

owners. Newspapers and magazines 
show moderately high use and prefer- 
ence by small and large landowners at 
most forestry education levels. Radio 
and television were used and preferred 
less, though in Utah these media were 
preferred more by small landowners 
than by large. The advantage of radio 
and television is the potential to reach 
large numbers of people at any loca- 
tion. Disadvantages include the costs 
of video production and buying air 
time, difficulty in getting free air time 
on commercial stations, and short time 
slots. Public television and radio may 
allow longer programs. Although their 
acceptance by forest landowners is low 
(tab/es 4 and 5), programs delivered 
through satellite conferencing and 
other distance-learning techniques are 
becoming more available, especially 
within cooperative extension, and they 
may become more popular as people 
become more familiar with them. 

Educational techniques must be se- 
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lected to fit the message as well as the au- 
dience. Mass media communication is 

good for building awareness but usually 
must lead to personal contact if change is 
to occur (Muth and Hendee 1980; 
Tyson et al. 1998). A television public 
service announcement about good forest 
management may catch a landowner's 
interest, but the landowner will need 
one-on-one assistance or more informa- 

tion from publications or workshops to 
implement management changes. 

In forestry, good educational pro- 
grams and materials presuppose thor- 
ough knowledge of landowners' educa- 
tional practices and preferences, as well 
as their demographics, attitudes, and 
motivations. Landowners' education, 
parcel size, and reasons for owning 
land all affect their information and as- 

sistance preferences and practices and 
should be considered when designing 
educational programs. Those who 
choose to be educated will pursue edu- 
cation and assistance in areas where 

they have an interest. To be relevant, 
forestry agencies and groups must de- 
liver a message that addresses landown- 
ers' interests, while spreading the word 
about good forest management. 
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