
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 
 
 
 

AN ABSTRACT OF THE DISSERTATION OF 

 

Alexandra Paige Fischer for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy in Forest Resources 

presented on December 7, 2006.

Title: Private Forests, Public Policy: Oak Conservation on Family Forests in Oregon’s 

Willamette Valley. 

 

Abstract approved: 

 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

Dr. John C. Bliss 

 

In the United States, many of the thorniest natural resource conflicts occur on private 

lands.  This is especially true in the Willamette Valley of Western Oregon where the 

hallmark habitat type, Oregon white oak woodland and savanna, is imperiled.  Almost 

exclusively found on private land, Oregon white oak is threatened by urban 

development, vineyards, tree plantations, and the elimination of the periodic fires to 

which it is adapted.  While regional and local planners, conservationists and natural 

resource agencies are attempting to conserve oak, little effort has been made to 

understand the social group in whose hands the fate of much of the resource rests: 

family forest owners. This paper presents a case study of oak conservation on family 

forestlands in Oregon. Through individual and group interviews and building upon 

 



 
 
 
 
 
social constructionism and interpretive policy analysis, this research investigates how 

two stakeholder groups—family forest owners and natural resource professionals—

frame the problem of oak’s decline and opportunities and constraints for its 

conservation. It also analyzes some of the conservation policies that informants 

suggested for oak. By illuminating owners’ needs, capacities and constraints, and 

identifying areas of common ground and conflict in informants’ interpretive frames, 

this research identifies ways to reach out to a target group with empathy, facilitate 

cooperation between stakeholders, and avert potential conflicts that arise from 

conservation strategies. 
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PRIVATE FORESTS, PUBLIC POLICY: OAK CONSERVATION ON FAMILY 
FORESTS IN OREGON’S WILLAMETTE VALLEY 

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Background 

Urban development, agriculture, commercial forestry and invasive species are 

fragmenting and degrading native habitats in many places. In the United States, where 

70% of the land area (Natural Resource Conservation Service 1996) and 90% of 

threatened and endangered species habitat is privately (General Accounting Office 

1994), many of the thorniest natural resource conflicts occur on private lands. For this 

reason, habitat conservation on private lands is a critical issue in natural resource 

management. This is especially true in the Willamette Valley of Western Oregon, 

where 96% of the land area and four out of five threatened habitat types are located on 

private land . 

Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana) is one of these threatened habitat types 

(State of the Environment Report Science Panel 2000). This research refers to the 

range of conditions that the Oregon white oak habitat type assumes—from savanna to 

woodland—as “oak habitat” or “oak.” More than 90% of the original oak habitat has 

been lost in Oregon to fire suppression, Douglas-fir encroachment and land conversion 

since 1850 (ODF&W 2006, Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998). As a result, 45 species 

associated with oak habitat are considered “at risk”, including the northwestern pond 

turtle, Columbia white tailed deer, western gray squirrel, acorn woodpecker, Kincaid’s 

lupine and the Fender’s blue butterfly (Oregon Natural Heritage Information Center 
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2004).  If the oak habitat type is to survive, oak thickets must be thinned and 

encroaching Douglas-firs and other invasive vegetation must be held at bay so that 

oaks can establish full crowns and regenerate.   

In the Willamette Valley, most oak is found on the lands of individuals and 

families.  Research on family forest owners bodes well for conservation; owners are 

somewhat knowledgeable about ecological systems, including biodiversity (Ulikzaka 

et al. 2004, Fischer and Bliss 2006), and willing to manage for ecological objectives 

(Brunson et al. 1996, Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990, Fischer and Bliss 2006).  

However, their ability to conserve native habitat types may be limited by the generic 

nature of their ecological knowledge and market pressures to use their lands 

commercially (Fischer and Bliss 2006). 

Traditional approaches to conservation such a regulation and reserves may be 

inappropriate for conserving oak in Oregon.  While many environmental laws apply to 

the private lands where oak is predominantly present, regulation is out of favor due the 

resentment and disincentives it creates for landowners (Ellefson 2000).  Because of the 

working nature of these lands, a conservation strategy based on preserves may also be 

untenable (Lindenmayer and Franklin 2002, Vickerman 1998).  Furthermore, the 

frequency and intensity of the interventions needed to mimic oak’s dynamic 

disturbance-based ecology may make preserve strategies expensive and difficult to 

manage on a large scale. Active management by local owners may be a more realistic 

option for the survival of oak.  For these reasons, conservation efforts are turning to 

alternative policy designs.   
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Several assistance programs have begun to offer financial incentives and 

technical assistance to encourage landowners to conserve native habitats such as oak.  

In addition, conservation organizations, research institutions and other efforts such as 

the Oregon Oaks Communities Working Group have targeted private lands for oak 

conservation.  They have reached out to owners with presentations, tours, trainings 

and restoration project proposals.  Unfortunately, because these programs and 

conservation efforts have access to very little research on oak owners, they have 

limited understanding of their target group’s needs, capacities and perspectives on oak 

conservation. 

The success of any policy effort depends on the extent to which it embodies 

the values and perspectives of its target group (Schneider and Ingram 1990, 1993).  

Scholars of natural resource management are generally in agreement that the 

technocratic model of policy making is ineffective (Fischer 2000).  More scientific 

information and expert advice alone do not resolve complex problems (Holling 1995), 

especially in contexts like family forestry where owners have diverse and emotional 

ties to their lands.  Scholars also recognize that because ecosystems defy property 

boundaries, conservation cannot take place on a parcel by parcel basis (Landres et al. 

1988).  Cooperation between private landowners, public land management agencies 

and conservationists is essential for the protection of species, their habitats and 

ecological processes.  The critical factors in cooperation between these stakeholders 

are communication, understanding each other’s perspectives, establishing trust, and 
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creating atmosphere where all members can contribute their expertise (Yaffee and 

Wondelleck 2000).  

From this perspective, efforts to conserve oak on private land must embrace 

the diverse practices, goals and values of owners.  To do so, natural resource agencies, 

conservationists, and landowners must understand each others’ knowledge, beliefs and 

values (Peterson et al. 1995).  Such an approach implicitly draws on anthropological 

and sociological theories about the importance of cultural and social factors in natural 

resource use.  More specifically, it draws on social constructionism, the body of theory 

that is concerned with the meanings that people give to things and the ways that 

people’s beliefs and values mediate their behavior in the world.  In the field of policy 

studies, scholars have used the constructionist approach in what they call 

“interpretivist analysis” of broad policy debates on the environment.  However, the 

utility of constructionist theory and interpretive analysis in the design of specific 

conservation policies has not been explored.   

The current focus on oak conservation in the Willamette Valley provides a 

unique opportunity to study private lands conservation using constructionist and 

interpretive techniques.  Not only are conservation efforts actively targeting a discrete 

group of oak owners with new policies and programs, these efforts are occurring 

against a backdrop of ongoing traditional regulatory approaches.  The US Fish and 

Wildlife Service has already listed eight oak-associated species as threatened or 

endangered and is considering developing Candidate Conservation Plans to protect 

species that might become listed in the future (Oregon Natural Heritage Information 
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Center 2004).  This study is timely because oak conservation has not yet become 

divisive.  The listed species are not well known and a minority of landowners is aware 

of oak’s vulnerability or efforts to protect it.  There is still an opportunity for a 

productive dialogue on oak conservation.  By illuminating stakeholders’ different 

perspectives on oak and areas of common ground in management approaches, this 

research may help initiate that dialogue.  

Design and Methods 

My goal in this research is to understand the policy environment surrounding 

oak conservation on family forests in Oregon’s Willamette Valley and to apply this 

understanding to the analysis and design of conservation.  The research is as an 

embedded case study (Yin 2003).  I examine the oak conservation policy environment 

(the case) through two of the main stakeholder groups in oak conservation (the 

embedded cases): family forest owners and natural resource professionals, including 

public natural resource agents, private conservationists, consulting foresters and 

others.  This research places special emphasis on understanding the owners, the policy 

target group and ultimate stewards of the resource.  The case of oak conservation is 

interesting in itself because of the challenges presented by oak’s active management 

requirements and its location on private lands. It should also shed light on challenges 

and opportunities for habitat conservation on private lands in general.  

The specific objectives of the research are to:  

1. Understand family forest owners’ relationships with oak in detail 
1.1. Understand owners’ knowledge, beliefs and values about oak 
1.2. Understand the socio-economic context in which owners make 

their management decisions 
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2. Compare how owners and natural resource professionals frame oak 
conservation 
2.1. Understand how owners and natural resource professionals frame 

oak conservation 
2.2. Identify areas of conflict and common ground in their frames 

3. Draw implications for the design of conservation policy for oak and 
other habitats 
3.1. Identify points of convergence in owners’ and natural resource 

professionals’ frames that may constitute common ground for 
policy strategies 

3.2. Evaluate policy tool alternatives using a framework created by 
Schneider and Ingram (1990) 

 

This research followed a qualitative design.  My strategy for inquiry drew from 

ethnography and policy studies.  In the tradition of case study research, I used multiple 

methods to meet my objectives. Specific methods include in depth individual and 

focus group interviews, participant observation and secondary research.  To analyze 

the data I followed a qualitative protocol of coding, memo-writing and theory-

building. Facilitating policy deliberations as part of the focus groups and seeking 

feedback from informant-advisors brought a participatory element into the research. 

My informants included purposively-selected family forest owners and natural 

resource professionals that own or work to conserve oak in Oregon’s Willamette 

Valley.  

Outline of the dissertation 

This first chapter introduces the reader to the research objectives, rationale and 

methods. In chapter two I provide an overview of the informational and theoretical 

background to my research objectives and methods. I describe my specific methods in 

detail in chapter three. I present the results of the research in three manuscripts: 
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chapters four, five and six. In manuscript one I explore family forest owners’ 

relationships with oak in detail, including their values, beliefs and management 

motivations regarding oak and the socio-economic contexts that influence their views. 

In manuscript two I compare the ways owners and natural resource professionals 

frame the nature of oak’s decline and constraints and opportunities for its 

conservation. I also relate my findings to three bodies of theory: theory on human 

relationships with nature, the rights and obligations of property ownership and the role 

of policy in social change. In manuscript three I apply my findings to the analysis of 

specific policies. Drawing on the policy analysis framework of Schneider and Ingram 

(1990) and the technique of impact analysis (Gupta 2001), I describe the policy 

situation relating to oak conservation, select criteria to evaluate policies, identify three 

alternative policies from the range that informants suggested and evaluate these 

policies for their ability to conserve oak in ways that address owners’ needs and 

capacities while advancing the goals of natural resource professionals. I reflect on my 

research experience and draw global conclusions in chapter seven. 

Contributions to research and theory 

This research contributes to research and theory on policy for conserving 

threatened habitats on private land on several levels.  First, it illuminates similarities 

and differences in the ways that owners and natural resource professionals approach 

oak conservation.  It demonstrates the different assumptions about human 

relationships with nature, property ownership and the role of policy in social change 

that influence owners’ and natural resource professionals’ choices of oak conservation 
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strategies. By fostering mutual recognition of each other’s knowledge, beliefs and 

motivations, this research may help to increase cooperation and communication 

among owners, natural resource professionals and other stakeholders. In doing so, this 

research may help avert potential conflicts that arise from oak conservation strategies. 

This research also provides rich policy-relevant ethnographic information about 

owners and applies this information to the analysis of policy. In addition, it identifies 

the ranges of policy options that may comprise areas of conflict and common ground 

for owners and natural resource professionals. In doing so, this research may help to 

guide policy designs for oak conservation.  

This research also provides policy makers and actors information to help them 

reach out to family forest owners as a target group for a wide range of policies beyond 

oak conservation. Information about owners’ intangible beliefs and values can inform 

policymakers’ choices of symbolic and hortatory tools.  Understanding owners’ 

perceptions of conservation opportunities and barriers can help policymakers 

understand conditions for incentives, as well as capacity-building and regulatory 

reforms to address. Recognizing differences in the meanings that target groups, 

policymakers and other stakeholders have for conservation and their perceptions of 

policy opportunities and constraints may convince policymakers to promote learning 

forums. 

Finally, this research should make a contribution to the field of habitat 

conservation on private lands. It underscores the importance of considering the human 

dimensions of conservation efforts, especially the cultural circumstances behind the 
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role that every stakeholder plays in conservation. It is this complex set of values, 

beliefs, motivations and socio-economic contexts that ultimately determines the 

success or failure of conservation strategies. This research also offers a new 

perspective on policy analysis, one that emphasizes building policy designs from the 

ground-up. Such an approach is based first and foremost on an in-depth understanding 

of the target group and its relationship with other stakeholders.

 



 
 
 
 
 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter, I provide the informational and theoretical background to this 

research.  First, I discuss social constructionism and interpretivist policy analysis, the 

main theoretical traditions that influence my research.  Then, I discuss qualitative 

inquiry, the main methodological tradition that influences my research.  Next, I 

provide an overview of the central issues in conservation on private forests.  Then, I 

discuss the key elements of the study: the setting of the Willamette Valley, its 

geography and pressures on natural resources; the Oregon white oak habitat type, its 

composition and structure, ecology, history, silviculture and current status; and family 

forest owners, their demographic characteristics, management approaches and policy 

environment.  Finally, I review my master’s research on family forest owners’ 

conceptions of biodiversity, from which I generated the questions and objectives for 

the current research.   

Social constructionism 

The environment as a symbolic landscape

Social constructionism theory offers a theoretical framework for examining 

natural resource issues.  It is concerned with the values, beliefs, meanings and 

assumptions that are implicit in people’s behavior.  In fact, social constructionists 

argue that beliefs and socially-constructed knowledge are the most important aspects 

of human-environment relationships (Buttel and Humphrey 2002).  Social 

constructionists do not try to uncover causal links between biophysical and social 

phenomena.  Instead, they are concerned with dialogues and debates about natural 



 
 
 

11 
 

resources, which they view as symbolic “landscapes.”  In these landscapes, the 

diversity in definitions of concepts, such as conservation, biodiversity and forest 

health, reflects the diversity in a society’s beliefs and values (Greider and Garkovich 

1994).  Also reflected in these symbolic landscapes are the power relations that affect 

how people create and contest these definitions (Freudenberg and Gramling 1994).  

According to Hannigan (1995: 31), a social constructionist approach treats 

“environmental problems and solutions as end-products of a dynamic social process of 

definition, negotiation and legitimation in both public and private settings.”  

Social constructionism is a rejection of logical empiricism, which treats 

knowledge as a representation of a knowable, objective reality.  Social constructionists 

reject clear distinctions between social and material worlds.  They argue that the ways 

people conceptualize phenomena affect the meaning and what is commonly accepted 

as the nature of these phenomena (Berger and Luckmann 1967, Greider and Garkovich 

1994).   

In their analyses of social phenomena, social constructionists place as much 

emphasis on understanding beliefs and values as they place on knowledge.  They view 

knowledge as the sum or range of what has been perceived, discovered, learned and 

negotiated (Fischer 2000).  As the product of social process, knowledge is inherently 

subjective.  Knowledge comprises the constructions that people create to make sense 

of the complexity of the world based on their beliefs and values (Simmons 1993).  

Social constructionists place equal value on local and scientific knowledge.  “Local” 

knowledge usually describes practical knowledge and belief gained through 
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experience (Lindblom and Cohen 1979).  “Scientific” knowledge, on the other hand, is 

knowledge and belief that a technical community submits to the rigors of testing for 

proof and agrees is valid.   

Social constructionists’ definitions for knowledge are similar to common 

definitions for beliefs and values.  Beliefs are usually defined as incontrovertible 

personal “truths” (Pajares 1992).  They are taken-for-granted presumptions about the 

self, physical, and social reality (Rokeach 1973).  Beliefs have stronger affective and 

evaluative components than knowledge because they influence judgments about a 

course of action (Rokeach 1973).  Beliefs are the products of basic values (Rokeach 

1973, Stern et al. 1995).  Values are ideas about what is desirable, proper, good or bad.  

People’s values are strongly influenced by the specific culture in which they happen to 

live.  They are widely shared in society and vary little among people.  Differing values 

represent key aspects of variations between cultures (Giddens 1997).   

Cognitive constructs and frames 

The work of social constructionists is to examine the cognitive constructs that 

people use to interpret reality (Schwandt 2000).  Cognitive constructs are simplified 

representations of the world that allow people to interpret observations, make general 

inferences and solve problems (Kempton et al. 1995).  They serve as the underlying 

organizing frames for the concepts for which society shares definitions (Searle 1995).  

A variety of terms refer to these cognitive constructs or frames, including mental 

models (Gentner and Stevens 1983), cultural models (Holland and Quinn 1987), and 

schema (Snow and Benford 1992).  This research will use the term “framing” to refer 
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to the process of representing interpretations of reality in cognitive constructs. It will 

use the term “frames” to refer to the constructs themselves (Goffman 1974). 

Social constructionists look at how people use words and utterances in their 

behavior and discourses (Schwandt 2000).  Frames are expressed through language, 

especially symbolic language (Yanow 2000).  The symbols that reflect people’s 

frames can be understood in the metaphors and categories that they employ in their 

narratives (Yanow 2000).  For example, just as a policy to “clean up” a “squalid” 

urban slum invokes metaphors of disease and cure (Schön and Rein 1994), a policy to 

“restore” oak invokes the ideal of a bygone and static nature. 

Framing perpetuates shared frames in several ways.  First, framing is a self-

reinforcing process.  By allowing people to simplify their understanding of their 

surroundings, framing helps people to interpret new information in ways that are 

consistent with their prior conceptions (Schön and Rein 1994).  The simplified nature 

of frames allows people to avoid or ignore information that conflicts with those prior 

conceptions (Schön and Rein 1994).  Frames influence people’s actions by affecting 

how they view a situation.  Through acting and communicating the rationales for their 

actions, people interpret their situations by reflecting on their frames (Schön and Rein 

1994).   

Second, frames are constructed through social interaction.  Frames result from 

processes in which individuals and groups organize their culture’s beliefs and values 

and come to agreement about the meaning of things (Kempton et al. 1995).  People 

who have shared property-based or political interests use similar frames, engage in 
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similar acts and use similar language to talk about their thoughts and actions; in this 

way, they constitute an interpretive community (Yanow 2000).  The process through 

which people generate frames is essentially social because it occurs against a backdrop 

of shared understandings, practices and language (Schwandt 2000).  By constantly 

checking their own interests, beliefs and values against those of the group they 

identify with, people engage in “frame alignment,” or the collective reproduction of 

frames (Snow et al. 1986). 

Theoretical roots of social constructionism 

In environmental sociology, social constructionism emerged as a challenge to 

the material focus of many theories about human relationships with the environment.  

For example, economic and biological determinism, addressed in Marx’s early works 

and Darwin’s theories about evolution, suggest that environmental structures are the 

primary shapers of society (Redclift and Benton 1994).  Durkheim’s theories argue 

that society has evolved by way of the functions that different social groups serve in 

larger social system.   

Weber laid the foundation for social constructionism.  His theories postulate 

that environmental and social worlds interact together in complex causal relationships 

between physical constraints and perceptions of those constraints (Buttel and 

Humphrey 2002).  Weber’s theories are concerned with interpretations of meaning.  

He argues that humans are agents in an active process of constructing reality. 

Understanding this reality requires interpreting the meanings that people give to their 

behavior (Waters 1994).  Weber influenced Schutz, who went on to develop the theory 
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of phenomenology, which is concerned with how people interpret their social world by 

turning the information they receive through their senses into typifications or mental 

pictures (Waters 1994).  Berger and Luckman developed Schutz’ ideas further in their 

theory that humans create reality by collectively objectifying subjective processes and 

typifying the actions and motives that they see repeated (Berger and Luckman 1967).  

This process reinforces a commonly recognized and socially-constructed reality. 

Habermas’ Theory of Communicative Action (Habermas 1984) draws on 

social constructionism’s arguments.  Habermas suggests that reality is at once a social 

construction and a social process.  Reality is a product of “intersubjective agency;” the 

phenomenon in which people interact with each other by way of “argumentation.”  

Argumentation is the process through which people test competing claims about 

reality (Habermas 1984).  This communicative process reproduces social life. 

Habermas’ concept of agency lays at the heart of constructionism.  By focusing 

on the meanings that people give to their behaviors, the motives that people have for 

acting, and the ways that they communicate these meanings and motives to each other, 

constructionism examines the processes by which intersubjective, yet stable, social 

worlds are created (Waters 1994).  Along with Goffman’s theory that social situations 

are stages on which people make impressions on each other of their versions of reality 

(Waters 1994), Habermas and other constructionists suggest that understanding reality 

entails analyzing the interpretations of reality that people convey to each other through 

everyday language and interaction.  
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Within social constructionism itself, there is a debate about the nature of 

reality.  Social constructionists fall in two camps, “strong” and “moderate”.  Strong 

constructionism holds that the meaning of something can only be understood through 

its context (Schwandt 2000).  Strong constructionism receives criticism because it 

treats environmental problems only as social constructions, thereby denying their 

biophysical significance and potentially exempting society from responsibility for 

them (Dunlap 1997, Buttel et al. 2002, Soulé and Lease 1995).  In its more moderate 

form, social constructionism acknowledges the existence of environmental problems 

outside human experience at the same time that it examines their socio-cultural 

dimensions (Gramling and Freudenburg 1996, Kroll-Smith et al. 2000).  Moderate 

constructionists argue that, by treating both valid and invalid claims as socially 

constructed, their approach recognizes the existence of environmental problems as the 

same time that it examines their socio-cultural meanings (Hannigan 1995). 

Deconstructing conservation 

Social constructionists have examined a range of concepts related to 

conservation including naturalness (Hull et al. 2001), biodiversity (Takacs 1996), 

wilderness (Cronon 1995), salmon (Scarce 2000), sustainable development (Peterson 

1997), restoration (Gobster and Hull 2000), and stewardship (Peterson et al. 1995).  

They explore how these concepts are imbued with both scientific data and social 

values.   

Several of these studies are relevant to this research because they explore the 

assumptions about human-nature relationships that influence the ways people 
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approach management and conservation of the environment.  Dunlap and Van Liere 

(1978), and later Catton and Dunlap (1980), provide a typology of the three paradigms 

that theorists and the general public use to understand human-environment 

interactions.  In the Dominant Western Worldview (DWW), humans are 

fundamentally different from all other creatures on Earth, over which they have 

domination.  In this paradigm, humans have the right to use nature toward ends that 

benefit society and people have the free will to determine their own destiny.  In the 

Human Exemptionalism Paradigm (HEP), humans are a unique species due to their 

capacity for culture.  In this essentially anthropocentric paradigm, socio-cultural forces 

shape society.  In the New Ecological Paradigm (NEP), humans are one species 

among many in the biosphere.  This paradigm is more biocentric than the HEP.  It 

argues that biological, ecological and natural environmental forces explain social 

structure and behavior.  

Kluckhohn and Strodetbeck (1961) offer a different model of the human-nature 

relationship with three orientations. A subjugation-to-nature orientation assumes that 

people can do little to protect nature from natural hazards. A mastery-over-nature 

orientation assumes that humans should overcome and harness natural forces for their 

benefit. A harmony-with-nature orientation assumes that human and nature are 

extensions of one another and cohesive parts of a whole. Kempton et al. (1995) 

distinguish between preservationist and interventionist attitudes towards nature in 

people’s choices of solutions to environmental problems. Hull et al. (2001) suggests 

that three fundamental constructions of nature influence the ways people frame forest 
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health and naturalness: 1) nature is balanced and at its best when dehumanized and 

wild, 2) the quality of nature can be improved through human intervention, and 3) 

nature is relative and socially constructed.  Hull et al. (2002) further examine some of 

the assumptions about the balance, dynamism and perfection of nature that are 

embedded in preservationist and interventionist attitudes. Thompson and Barton 

(1994) distinguish between ecocentric and anthropocentric environmental attitudes.  

Other studies are relevant for this research because they examine the social 

constructions that underlie stakeholders’ approaches to specific conservation 

problems. For example, Peterson (1995) argues that despite conflicts over 

conservation of endangered species on private land, ranchers’ and conservation 

agencies’ constructions of “stewardship” share fundamental ideas: the use of common 

sense in decisions about land management, the importance of a strong connection with 

the land and independence.  The main difference between the two groups is their 

formal knowledge of applied ecology.  Katz (2000) explores the constructions of 

nature that underlie decisions to engage in restoration.  He argues that restoration is an 

anthropocentric activity in which people impose their values about nature on the 

physical landscape.  Engaging in restoration reflects the idea that people know what is 

best for nature and trust they have the technology to fix nature’s problems; it reflects a 

view that humans are separate from nature.  Gobster and Hull (2000), on the other 

hand, argue that, being comfortable with the idea of restoration assumes a view that 

humans and nature can coexist. 
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Biodiversity is an especially interesting concept for constructionist analysis. 

Despite its currency, the definition of biodiversity is contested.  Even scientists lack 

universal agreement on what it is and how to manage for it (Takacs 1996).  Definitions 

range from the genetic variation within species (Hedrick and Miller 1992, Millar 

1999) to the variety of species in specific locations (alpha diversity), the variety of 

species across environmental gradients (beta diversity) and the variety of species 

within landscapes (gamma diversity) (Whittaker 1972).  Even broader definitions 

include the variety in ecosystem structures and processes (Spies and Turner 1999; 

Franklin 1988) and the variety of all life across all levels of organization (Wilson 

1998).   

While high biodiversity is often a goal in conservation, scientists have been 

unable to identify the threshold of species loss beyond which ecosystems will no 

longer function properly (Simberloff 1999). In addition, biodiversity is relative to 

spatial and temporal scale (Spies and Turner 1999; Lindermayer and Franklin 2002).  

Ecosystems of different types and sizes naturally have more, less or different 

biodiversity.  Since ecosystems are always in flux, the natural amount of biodiversity 

is somewhere in a natural range of variability (Aplet and Keeton 1999), the 

measurement and application of which scientists also contest.  Instead of having a 

systematic definition and application, the meaning of biodiversity depends on one’s 

perspective.  In this very confusion, according to Yearly (2002), biodiversity bears 

signs of its own construction.  In the words of Takacs (1996),  

The complexity of the biodiversity concept does not only mirror the 
natural world it supposedly represents; it is that plus the complexity of 
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human interactions with the natural world, the inextricable skein of our 
values and its value, of our inability to separate our concept of a thing 
from the thing itself (1996: 341).    

Understanding people’s constructions of natural resource concepts is critical 

because these concepts lie at the interface of ecological science and public policy 

(Gobster and Hull 2000: 14).  Constructions of naturalness, restoration and 

biodiversity are especially important in the context of oak for a number of reasons.  

First, oak conditions are influenced by frequent fire.  Without fire, oak succeeds to 

Douglas-fir forest, arguably a natural condition.  Second, the fires that have 

maintained oak systems in recent history have been, in part, anthropogenic.  Oak is a 

natural ecosystem that has historically included humans.  Third, oak systems have 

continually changed over the past 10,000 years. As a result, there is no known 

“natural” baseline to guide restoration efforts.  Finally, one of the most significant 

threats to oak is invasive species, both native and exotic.  While the presence of 

additional species increases the diversity of oak systems, ecologists would argue that it 

compromises the integrity, the dynamic association of biotic and abiotic components 

that maintain services that humans have deemed valuable (De Leo and Levin 1997).  

Interpretivist policy analysis 

Public policy as interpretation and negotiation 

The constructionist paradigm is also evident in interpretivist approaches to 

policy.  Interpretivist policy analysis developed out of criticism of traditional 

rationalist or positivist approaches for failing to recognize the true causes of policy 

success and failure (Fischer 2003, Patton 2001, Schön and Rein 1994, Dryzek 1982, 
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Hawkesworth 1988, Stone 1988).  Positivism treats policy problems as technical 

problems. Positivist policy models follow technocratic approaches to solving policy 

problems, using objective reasoned analysis to systematically identify the best 

alternatives (Howlett and Ramesh 2003, Fischer 2003). Scientific expertise drives 

postivist policy designs, which usually aim to change the behavior of self-interested 

polity for the good of society (Lejano 2006). Regulation and incentives are essentially 

positivist policy tools in that they assume that human behavior should be controlled 

and that people’s utility-maximizing self-interests can be influenced through coercion 

and enticement (Howlett and Ramesh 2003, Fischer 2003).  

Post-positivist or interpretive political scientists hold that public policy is a 

multidimensional process in which decisions are based partly on information and 

partly based on social process (Rist 2000).  They argue that the policy process is a 

struggle to determine the meanings of different policy problems and concepts.  In this 

struggle, interpretations are more powerful than facts.  Policy implementation is an act 

of symbol sharing (Stone 1988).  From this perspective both policy studies (the study 

of the overall policy process) and policy analysis (the technical evaluation of specific 

policies) are active, iterative processes (Howlett and Ramesh 2003).  They involve 

learning about pressures on policy actors that affect interpretations of policy problems 

and goals, and ultimately choices of policy settings and tools (Howlett and Ramesh 

2003).   

The essence of intepretivism is that in order to understand people’s behavior 

and actions, one must understand the meanings that they give to things in context.  
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Interpretivism is slightly different from constructionism in that it does not focus so 

closely on evidence of how people construct meanings in language. Instead, it focuses 

on the context and the processes in which people negotiate and interpret meanings 

(Schwandt 2000).  Interpretivists argue that policy research should create a contextual 

understanding of policy issues and illuminate how people assign meaning to policy 

issues, thereby affecting stages of the policy process (Rist 2000, Fischer 2003).  They 

call for qualitative approaches to policy research to complement technical analytic 

approaches.   

Frame analysis: Mapping the symbolic architecture of policy debates 

Studies have generally used social constructionism and interpretivist policy 

analysis to understand broad concepts and policy debates.  Drawing on the technique 

of frame analysis, this research applies these theoretical frameworks to design specific 

policies.  Focusing on the “framing” of a policy problem invokes a communications 

theory of policymaking that emphasizes the creation, transmittal, and interpretation of 

policy meanings (Yannow 2000: 15).  Such an approach can illuminate how people’s 

interpretations of social conditions and policy problems affect the ways that they 

formulate, understand and respond to specific policies (Schneider and Ingram 1993; 

Dryzek 1990).  It may also imply how the policies that are eventually implemented, in 

turn, affect people’s interpretations (Rist 2000).   

According to Yanow (2000) the role of interpretive policy analysis is to map 

the architecture of policy debates by identifying the meanings that different 

interpretive communities use in framing an issue.  Understanding how people frame 
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issues can illuminate the cognitive processes that people go through to explain their 

intentions and the logic that informs their actions (Fischer 2003).  It can also shed light 

on the contexts that influence social groups’ constructions of policy issues and choices 

of solutions (Fischer 2003).  

Frame analysis involves examining text and narratives for the concrete 

symbols and metaphors that reveal the meanings that people give to things (Yannow 

2000, Fischer 2003).  When policies are the object of analysis, it can reveal the 

assumptions underlying their design and legislative intents (Yannow 2000).  People 

who use similar symbols and metaphors frame issues in similar ways (Yanow, 2000); 

their frames are aligned.  They share beliefs and values and can be considered part of 

an interpretive community (Yanow, 2000).  When people’s frames are not aligned, a 

frame dispute occurs (Goffman 1974).  A frame dispute is a sign of competing 

interests and values that people have in an issue (Yanow 2000).  Benford (1993) refers 

to two main types of disputes that result from competing frames: disputes over 

problem diagnosis, in which people have different perspectives on how to identify a 

problem and its causes, and disputes over problem prognosis, in which people disagree 

on how to address and resolve a problem.  People’s frames are not static.  Frames shift 

through processes of negotiation.  One can recognize that a shift in frames has 

occurred when new metaphors are used to depict a situation (Schön and Rein 1994).   

Yanow (2000) recommends several steps for using frame analysis to conduct 

interpretive policy analysis. First, identify interpretive communities and the discourses 

(i.e. meanings, worldviews, knowledge) that they communicate through their language 
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and actions. Then, identify points of conflict and their sources in the communities’ 

differing interpretations. Next, explain how these points of conflict reflect different 

frames. Finally, draw implications of these different meanings and frames for policy 

and reframe them to bridge the differences between communities.  Yanow (2004) 

recommends a suite of ethnographic methods for interpretive policy analysis that 

includes purposive sampling, participant observation, interviews, direct observation, 

and document analysis.  

Interpretivist policy analysis as democratic deliberation 

Many advocates of interpretive policy analysis also advocate public 

participation (Schneider and Ingram 1993, Yanow 2004, Fischer 2003).  They argue 

that policy analysis must engage underrepresented groups in the discussion and 

solution of policy problems.  In the interpretive model, policy analysis evaluates 

policies and programs in the technical sense at the same time that it examines the 

larger social and political ramifications of policy choices (Fischer 2003).  The task of 

the interpretive policy analyst is to help stakeholders’ examine their interests in 

relation to the policy situation at hand and their own framing processes (Fischer 2003).  

Rather than merely advising on the choice of one existing proposal over the others, the 

interpretive policy analyst reframes a policy debate at a broader level (Yanow 2000).  

In addition, the policy analyst can facilitate a conversation among multiple voices in 

order to help generate new ideas for policy action.   

In the logic of deliberative policy analysis, framing problems in people’s own 

socio-cultural context allows them attain critical awareness of the social relations that 
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affect their relationships with the physical and social worlds; it allows them to engage 

in social learning (Freire 1970).  By assuming the roles of experts and judging policies 

within the context of their own lives, “target groups” can reflect on the fundamental 

aspects of a policy debate.  They can determine whether policies address problems and 

promote conditions that are relevant in their lives (Fischer 2003 Themba and Minkler 

2003). 

Advocates of participatory policy analysis argue that the most successful 

policy initiatives come from processes in which target groups articulate their ideal 

policy and envision the best mechanism to bring it to reality (Themba and Minkler 

2003).  This exercise helps target groups reframe policy issues.  Another important 

variable in the success of participatory policy analysis is whether members of the 

target group are involved in multiple stages of the analysis including research, 

development, implementation and evaluation of the policy (Themba and Minkler 

2003, Patton, 1997).   

Recent studies have drawn on the post-positivist concept of participation in 

advocating devolved, negotiated models for forest management. Intrapersonal 

influence has long been recognized as an important channel of management advice for 

family forest owners in the past, in part due to their tendencies to be independent and 

skeptical (West et al. 1988, Rogers 1983). Recent studies suggest a need for education 

by and for landowners themselves (Jacobson 2002) and recommend using opinion 

leaders in local communities of owners to educate or engage other owners (West et al. 

1988). The literature on trust recommends that conservation efforts, especially 
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regarding rare and threatened species, follow cooperative, collaborative approaches 

rather than top-down regulatory models (Brook et al. 2003, Wondolleck and Yaffee 

2000). Another important component that studies have identified for conservation 

strategies involving family forest owners is the notion of “ownership.” Defined as 

responsibility, obligation, and caring imbued by individuals in problem situations, 

“ownership” should entail an association of citizens and agencies in collectively 

defining, sharing, and addressing problem situations (Lachapelle and McCool 2005).  

Some studies have criticized participatory approaches to conservation, 

especially devolved, locally-controlled approaches, as idealistic and vulnerable to 

corruption by more powerful vested interests. For example, Hibbard and Madson 

(2003) explain why environmentalists are concerned about place-based collaboration 

efforts. Mattson (2003) and Reed (2001) warn that public participation, if not kept in 

check, can be a threat to people with minority opinions. Reminding readers of the 

darker side of Tocqueville’s New England town hall meetings, Reed (2001) points out 

that “The converse of active democracy is active intolerance…The tyranny of the 

majority need not always express itself through legal-juridical means; it can also set 

the accepted assumptions about what is or is not appropriate for discussion” (Reed 

2001:  144). 

Policy tools 

Theoretical hinges of policy 

Some political scientists consider the study of policy tools a highly relevant 

and understudied area for constructionist policy research (Rist 2000).  The study of 

 



 
 
 

27 
 

policy tools, or policy instruments, is part of the tradition in public policy of studying 

policy content - how the nature of a policy problem and the solutions developed to 

address it determine how the political system will deal with it (Howlett and Ramesh 

2003).  Much of the work in this tradition involves analyzing the social and political 

contexts of people’s views on policy problems and solutions (Howlett and Ramesh 

2003).  It also involves understanding how to define target groups, select policy tools 

suited to their characteristics, and design policy tools to address their needs (Rist 

2000).   

Political scientists classify policy tools by strategies they employ to change 

human behavior (Lasswell 1958, Cushman 1941, Schneider and Ingram 1990), roles 

of government (Lowi 1972), technologies (Bardach 1980), and resources used by 

government (Hood 1986).  Some political scientists argue that when policymakers 

rationalize their choice of policy tools, they rely on social constructions (Fischer 2000, 

Schneider and Ingram 1990 and 1993, Schroedel and Jordan 1998).  In other words, 

they design policy with expectations of how target groups will react based on cultural 

characterizations of these groups.  They make assumptions about target groups’ 

knowledge, beliefs and values and what might motivate them to engage in the 

behaviors that the policies are trying to affect.  The effectiveness of policy therefore 

depends on the validity of these assumptions, or the extent to which the assumptions 

reflect prevailing motivations (Schneider and Ingram 1990 and 1993, Schroedel and 

Jordan 1998).   
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Schneider and Ingram (1990) offer a framework for analyzing policy tools 

based on theories of individual behavior. In their framework, authority tools assume 

people are motivated to obey laws and regulations and act when they believe that 

current law directs or permits them; incentive tools assume that individuals are “utility 

maximizers” and will make choices that will lead them to tangible payoffs if they have 

adequate information, decision-making skill and opportunity; capacity tools assume 

that people lack necessary information, skills or other resources to make decisions but 

would welcome assistance if available; symbolic and hortatory tools assume people 

must be motivated by beliefs and values implicit in policy and that these beliefs and 

values can be manipulated; and learning tools assume that people are uncertain about 

the nature of a problem and its solution, but would be able to select appropriate tools 

through learning and cooperative experiences.  A traditional deductive policy 

approach might test the validity of policy-makers’ assumptions about their target 

groups through comparison to what the target groups say about their motivations.  A 

social constructionist approach would try to understand, compare and explain the 

perspectives of policymakers, stakeholders and target groups, recognizing that they 

represent multiple and equally valid realities. 

Relevant policy tools for oak conservation on family forests 

Public agencies and private organizations hinge their conservation policies and 

programs on a variety of policy tools.  While studies have reviewed the policy tools 

that agencies and organizations use to influence family forest management (Best and 

Wayburn 2001 Sampson and DeCoster 1997), they have not analyzed which policies 
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can best harness owners’ motivations, as Schneider and Ingram (1990) suggest.  The 

following section provides an overview of policies, broken down by policy tool, that 

are applicable to conservation on family forests.  This research will try to illuminate 

how this existing suite of policies can be improved to better address conservation of 

threatened habitats on family forests.  

Authority tools  

Authority tool-based policies use rules and regulations to influence behavior 

(Schneider and Ingram 1990).  Authority tools assume people are motivated to obey 

laws and act when they believe that current law directs or permits them. Examples of 

authority tools that are relevant to family forests in Oregon include Oregon’s land use 

code, the Forest Practices Act (FPA), the Endangered Species Act (ESA) and the 

Clean Water Act (CWA). Oregon’s land use code designates and permits uses for 

land, including forestland. The FPA, ESA, CWA and other environmental regulations 

set minimum standards for forest management activities and impacts on the 

environment.  The FPA also influences the composition and structure of forestlands by 

dictating species and planting patterns.  It requires that owners of forest-zoned lands 

replant after harvests with commercial species and stocking densities.  This 

requirement may play a role in landowners’ decisions about regenerating habitat types 

such as oak.  The ESA directly prohibits harming federally-listed threatened and 

endangered species and their habitats.  Some people believe the ESA creates perverse 

incentives for some landowners to destroy habitat in order to avoid harboring listed 
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species on their lands.  Candidate Conservation Agreements provide regulatory relief 

to owners that do protect the habitat of threatened and endangered species.   

Policies that seek to control land uses through acquisition or easements may 

also be considered authority tools. Private organizations such as land trusts and public 

agencies purchase land and easements to protect habitat. For example, the Forest 

Legacy Program (FLP) allows the Forest Service to purchase forest land that support 

habitat types that are threatened by development within urban growth boundaries.  

Conservation easements are flexible agreements between landowners and private 

organizations or agencies about parameters for ongoing land use in the conservation of 

habitat or other ecological functions.  While acquisition and easement programs do not 

employ a “command and control” psychology and usually also offer incentives in the 

form of upfront and period payments, they rely on the willingness of the target group 

to cede control to and obey the commands of the purchase or easement agreement. For 

this reason, this research treats acquisition and easement programs as authority tools. 

While regulations have played an important role in conservation, many people 

believe that they are insufficient for encouraging landowners to go beyond preventing 

environmental degradation and make positive contributions to the environment 

(Ellefson 2000, Best and Wayburn 2001).  Some have gone so far to say that 

managing natural resources by command and control reduces natural variation in 

ecological systems and leads to loss of biodiversity (Holling and Meffe 1996).  For 

this reason, acquisition and easements are becoming more favored than regulation and 
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alternative policy options such as financial incentives and capacity-building programs 

are being explored.   

Incentive tools  

Incentive tools use the prospect of tangible rewards to encourage people to 

behave or manage in certain ways (Schneider and Ingram 1990).  Some people argue 

that direct and indirect costs can be real obstacles to conservation, and that outside 

support is essential (Sinclair et al. 2000). Examples of incentives can be found in 

federal and state tax relief programs.  Landowners with approved conservation 

easements can receive tax relief as a result of H.B. 3564, which was passed in 2001.  

They can also qualify for tax relief by developing conservation management plans 

through the Riparian Land Tax Incentive Program and the Wildlife Habitat 

Conservation and Management Program.  In Western Oregon, a reforestation tax 

credit is available to encourage reforestation of under-stocked stands on ownerships 

larger that 5 acres, in part to avoid succession by brush and invasive species (Sampson 

and DeCoster 1997).  This policy may contribute to the conversion of native hardwood 

forest to commercial conifer plantations.   

Other incentives for conservation of habitat on family forests are packaged in 

technical and financial assistance programs.  These programs are often funded through 

the Farm Bill and administered by public agencies.  For example, the Conservation 

Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP) provides rental payments for the retirement 

and reforestation of environmentally vulnerable riparian land.  The Environmental 

Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) is a cost-share program that off-sets the cost of site 
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preparation and planting.  The Forestry Incentives Program (FIP) is a cost-share 

program that helps family forest owners with thinning, reforestation, stand 

improvement.  The Stewardship Incentive Program (SIP) is a cost-share program for 

stand improvement, tree planting and wildlife habitat.  

Public agencies and private organizations, such as land trusts, also provide 

incentives by purchasing land outright or paying owners for conservation easements.  

While this research treats acquisition and easement programs as authority tools, the 

payments themselves are actually incentives. The Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) 

allows agencies to purchase conservation easements from owners to protect wetland 

and bottomland forest.  The FLP currently allows the Forest Service to provide tax 

benefits to owners that conserve these forest types within urban growth boundaries. 

Ecosystem services markets are also being explored as strategies for generating 

funds and paying landowners for conservation. In ecosystem services markets parties 

receive or make payments for the use of environmental resources. Conservation banks 

sell credits to parties that must compensate for the negative impacts of their land use 

activities on the environment. Revenues are used to pay parties that conserve the 

environment. 

Several private programs are attempting to create incentives for conservation 

of tree species by building markets for their wood products. For example, the Healthy 

Forests, Healthy Communities Partnership (HFHC), a project of the non-profit group 

Sustainable Northwest, is promoting business networks, markets and policies to 

encourage the cultivation of hardwoods and other native tree species (HFHC 2005). 
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Shorebank Pacific environmental bank, The Nature Conservancy Forest Bank, and the 

Oregon Forest Resource Trust are attempting to improve the liquidity of forest owners 

through financing so that they can invest in such markets (Best and Wayburn 2001).  

Another example of a market-based incentive is certification.  Certification is a 

strategy for branding products of specified management and processing methods in 

order to garner premiums on sales and increase market access.     

Capacity tools  

Capacity tools use education, training and financial assistance to provide 

people with the necessary information, skills or other resources to make decisions 

(Schneider and Ingram 1990).  Many capacity tools are available through public 

programs.  The USDA Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service 

offers education, publications, technical assistance and loans through State land grant 

universities, extension services, state forestry agencies and Civilian Conservation 

Corps.  For example, state land grant university forestry extension administers the 

Master Woodland Manager program to educate and train forest owners on 

incorporating stewardship into their management practices (Best and Wayburn 2001).  

Of particular relevance to oak, the Oregon Oaks Communities Working Group 

(OOCWG) is a partnership of scientists, extension agents and conservationists that is 

conducting research and providing information to landowners about oak conservation 

and restoration.  Members include representatives from Oregon State University 

Forestry Extension, Bureau of Land Management, Oregon Department of Forestry, 

USDA Forest Service, US Fish and Wildlife Service, Oregon Department of Fish and 
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Wildlife, Northwest Habitat Institute, National Fish and Wildlife Foundation, The 

Nature Conservancy, American Bird Conservancy, Forest Restoration Partnership, and 

the University of Oregon.  The partnership identified thousands of owners of oak 

habitat in the Willamette Valley and targeted them with educational curricula, 

presentations, tours and trainings on oak conservation.  Members of the partnership 

are also working directly with landowners on restoration projects.   

Many federally-funded incentive programs, such as CREP, also include 

capacity-building components, in the form of technical assistance.  The Forest 

Stewardship Program (FSP), a federally-funded program administered by the Oregon 

Department of Forestry, helps landowners work with forestry personnel to develop 

forest management plans using forest ecosystem management principles (Sampson 

and DeCoster 1997).   

Private programs also provide capacity-building support.  For example, the 

Oregon Small Woodlands Association distributes newsletters and educational 

materials and organizes workshops and conferences for family forest owners.  The 

Forest Restoration Partnership facilitates a network of agency land managers, 

researchers and conservation organizations to promote the conservation and 

restoration of declining forest habitats such as Oregon white oak (Forest Restoration 

Partnership 2005).  The Forests for Watersheds and Wildlife Initiative is a program of 

the American Forest Foundation and American Tree Farm System that networks 

landowners with conservation organizations and timber company resource specialists 

to provide demonstrations and education on wildlife conservation through two 
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projects: the “Shared Streams” program and the “Forested Flyways” program (Best 

and Wayburn 2001, American Forest Foundation 2005).   

Symbolic and hortatory tools  

Symbolic and hortatory tools use non-monetary rewards including recognition 

to influence social values and behavior (Schneider and Ingram 1990).  For example, 

the American Tree Farm Association’s “Tree Farmer of the Year” award recognizes 

owners for wildlife habitat and watershed protection. The Forest Stewardship Council 

offers public recognition and market favor for management practices that adhere to 

ecological standards.  The Master Woodland Manager Program rewards forest owners 

for incorporating stewardship into their management practices and engaging in 

continuing education. 

Learning tools  

In situations where people recognize a problem but do not understand its 

causes or solutions, learning tools help to change people’s behavior by providing 

opportunities for experimentation, consensus-building and exploration of issues 

(Schneider and Ingram 1990).  Examples of learning tools include stewardship 

committees, multi-stakeholder forestry councils, local land use planning bodies, 

landowner cooperatives, and cross boundary stewardship initiatives (Best and 

Wayburn 2001).  The Oregon Oaks Communities Working Group is an example of a 

learning tool for conservation of oak on private land.  Although ecologists and 

biologists dominate the membership, this group periodically brings together 

conservationists, public agencies, owners and other stakeholders in day-long meetings 

 



 
 
 

36 
 

to discuss oak conservation opportunities and constraints.  Advisory committees such 

as the Board of Forestry’s Committee on Family Forestlands also provide forums for 

the development of management and policy strategies for conservation. 

Qualitative inquiry 

Constructionist studies usually employ qualitative methods.  Qualitative 

methods are well suited to in-depth examinations of complex issues and processes 

(Marshall and Rossman 1995) in which variables are often unknown, and context and 

meanings are important (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  Purposive sampling, in depth 

individual and group interviews, and participant observation are examples of 

qualitative methods. The flexible format of qualitative techniques allows the 

researcher to gather rich, detailed and subjective data directly from the people under 

study (Yow 1994).  Qualitative data provide insight into the context of peoples’ 

behaviors and experiences (Marshall and Rossman 1989) that is necessary for valid 

interpretation of social data.  They add a degree of contextual nuance, particularly on 

highly subjective concepts such as beliefs and values, that is impossible to extract 

from surveys and statistical analysis (Schauman 2000; Wolff, Knodel and Sittatrai 

1993).  The use of qualitative methods also minimizes investigator manipulation of the 

study setting (Patton 2002).  Through this subjective, contextual approach, the 

researcher better understands the meanings that lie behind human behavior (Fischer 

2000).  
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Case studies 

A case study investigates a contemporary phenomenon in its real-life context 

(Yin 2003).  A case study design is appropriate for research in situations where 

contextual conditions are highly pertinent to and, in some cases, inseparable from the 

phenomenon and when there are more variables than data points (Yin 2003).  In 

interpretivist case studies, researchers gather data on the structures of meaning, 

processes of motivation, and rules and norms that guide people’s practices and 

aspirations in particular social environments (MacPherson et al. 2000).   

In case study research, the unit of analysis is generally the case itself (Stake, 

2003) or the embedded sub-cases in a larger case (Yin 2003).  Cases can be 

empirically real and bounded, such as places, countries, organizations and families, or 

theoretical constructs, such as “tyranny” and “vandalism” (Ragin 1992). Yin (2003) 

describes three types of case studies: exploratory, descriptive and explanatory.  Stake 

(2003) offers a similar typology:  intrinsic case studies, in which the case itself is of 

interest; instrumental case studies, in which the case provides insight into an issue or a 

theory, and; collective case studies, in which an instrumental case study is extended to 

several cases.  Yin (2003) describes two main forms of case studies: holistic case 

studies, in which each case is studied in its own separate context, and embedded case 

studies, in which multiple cases can be examined within a single context.  He also 

identifies several rationales for selecting the cases themselves, including critical cases, 

extreme cases and representative cases.   
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Case studies are useful for analytic generalization, as opposed to statistical 

generalization (Yin 2003).  The ability to generalize about analytical concepts makes 

case study research useful for influencing policymakers, who generally demand 

generalized explanations of social phenomena and predictive claims regarding actions 

and behaviors (MacPherson et al. 2000). 

A hallmark of case study research is its use of multiple methods in a 

triangulating fashion.  Yin (2003) lists five main kinds of data collected in case 

studies:  documents, such as policies, texts and agendas; archival information, such as 

maps, calendars and survey data; interviews; direct observations, participant 

observation field notes; and physical artifacts.  In research on the meanings that people 

give to natural resource conditions, two additional kinds of data can be helpful:  

property maps that reflect people’s values for their lands (Mahler 2000) and ecological 

data about the sites that people say reflect these values (Schauman 2000). 

Purposive sampling 

Purposive sampling refers to the selection of information-rich cases for in-

depth study (Patton 2002).  Unlike probability sampling, which uses a random sample 

of pre-determined size to generalize about a wider population, purposive sampling 

chooses cases based on their potential to reveal information about the issues central to 

the purpose of the research (Yin 1994).  Yin (1994) uses the term “replication” logic 

to describe the sampling approach in which cases are chosen to obtain results that are 

expected to be similar or different for particular reasons.  Theoretical sampling, a type 

of purposive sampling, is the selection of cases in relation to emerging theory or 
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question.  This technique originated as a part of Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) grounded 

theory approach, but has been adapted for qualitative research in general (Layder 

1998).  Theoretical sampling assumes an iterative research process in which data is 

collected and analyzed data simultaneously.  On this basis, the researcher makes 

decisions on what data to collect next based on interpretations of the data collected 

before (Layder 1998).  The composition and size of the sample emerges through the 

research process.  Theoretical saturation is the technique of capping sample size when 

the collection of additional units of data yields proportionally smaller units of findings, 

or when the researcher begins to hear the same information repeated by numerous 

informants (Strauss 1987). 

Participant observation 

Participant observation is an open-ended, flexible process of naturalistic 

inquiry in which the researcher collects data through observations of people’s 

interactions in real world settings.  Participant observation emphasizes immersion and 

sympathetic understanding by researchers and community members in order to grasp 

meanings and constraints on life from the perspective of insiders (Emerson 2001).  It 

operates on the principle that access to the subjective world of the “insider” is needed 

to obtain the most truthful findings (Jorgensen 1989).  In participant observation, the 

researcher becomes directly involved as a participant in the phenomenon of study in 

order to experience it from an insider’s standpoint.  Participant observation is 

particularly useful when little is known about the phenomena, when there are 

important differences between the views of people that operate within and outside the 
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phenomenon, or when the phenomenon is somehow obscured from outsiders 

(Jorgensen 1989).  

Participant observation is usually part of a larger in-depth case study approach.  

It integrates observation and empathetic involvement with other data collection 

methods to enrich the analysis (Emerson 2001).  Conducting participant observation in 

a field site before collecting data through other methods can provide the researcher 

with a baseline of information and familiarity with the setting in order to prepare the 

researchers mind for research (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  If the researcher remains 

open and flexible about what findings might result, participant observation provides an 

opportunity to discover ideas unanticipated at the start of the study.  Drawbacks of 

participant observation are that it is time consuming and costly and sometimes 

changes the dynamics of the research situation (Yin 2003). 

Qualitative interviews 

Qualitative interviews are useful for studying the meaning of a certain 

phenomena to the participants (Patton 1990) and the motivations that underlie a 

person’s actions (Robson 2002).  In these interviews, the researcher asks general sets 

of questions to gather data about the topic of interest, yet allows interviewees to 

respond in an unstructured and open-ended manner (Jorgensen 1989).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) note that qualitative interviews are suitable for situations in which the 

researcher does not know what he or she doesn’t know.  Interviews allow the 

researcher to collect large amounts of relevant information in a faster and more 

focused manner than participant observation.  However, poorly worded questions and 
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poor conversational skills may compromise the interview process, resulting in 

response bias (Yin 1994). 

Qualitative interviews can involve individuals or groups.  Individual interviews 

provide privacy and intimacy necessary for the researcher and the informant to 

establish a rapport, which may contribute to a richer conversation and more valid 

findings (Crabtree 1993).  Individual interviews also provide the researcher with 

control over subject matter, which can ensure the content is focused and relevant 

(Crabtree 1993).  The results of individual interviews shed light on the individuals’ 

views and reflections.  However, because what people say sometimes often differs 

from what they do, individual interviews can provide biased results.   

Group interviews provide the opportunity for researchers to interview more 

than one person at once.  Group interviews are useful for studying the complex 

meanings and motivations that underlie people’s actions in situations where people do 

not know how they think about an issue because they have not had easily accessible 

ways of talking about it (Morgan and Kreuger 1993).   

Focus groups (Merton et al. 1990), a type of group interview, are useful for 

exploring the subjective experiences of participants through their interactions within 

the group (Morgan and Kreuger 1993).  Focus groups create opportunity for people to 

compare, contrast and reflect on their views of an issue (Morgan and Kreuger 1993).  

By providing a forum for peer groups to discuss topics and express perspectives, focus 

groups provide insight to realities of different social groups.  By providing a forum for 

different social groups to interact, focus groups can help illuminate power differentials 
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and other differences between decision-makers or professionals and ordinary people 

(Morgan and Kreuger 1993).  Another benefit of focus groups is that they promote 

collaborative inquiry, the bringing together of multiple perspectives on the same 

issues, which can lead to more productive and rigorous research that is more likely to 

be immediately accessible to community activists, policymakers and decision makers 

(Nyden et al. 1997).  This opportunity for collaborative inquiry may be very useful in 

the analysis and development of policy (Patton 2001). 

When used in triangulation, focus groups can help researchers examine 

different dimensions of the same topic, determine new explanatory categories, and 

arrive at richer understandings than would have been obtained with one tool, such as 

interviews, alone (Wolff, Knodel and Sittatrai 1993).  Some people argue that 

information shared in group formats is likely to be more valid than in individual 

interviews, in part because it is expressed in greater depth and participants naturally 

correct each other’s rendering of reality (Frey and Fontana 1993).  Also, the 

interviewer’s influence on the interviewees can be diffused by the very fact of being in 

a group rather than in a one-on-one situation (Frey and Fontana 1993).  People’s 

accounts of reality may be more ‘polyphonic’ in collective interview situations 

because more subjects participate, making available a broader spectrum of 

respondents’ opinions (Frey and Fontana 1993).  At the same time, some people may 

not want to voice different opinions from the group.   
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Qualitative data analysis 

Qualitative data analysis usually refers to the analysis of text from interviews, 

field notes and documents and, more specifically, narratives from the stories that 

people tell.  In qualitative analysis, the researcher treats these texts as windows to 

human experience (Ryan and Bernard 2000).  For free-flowing texts such as narratives 

and responses to open-ended interview questions, techniques for analysis can focus on 

the text itself, in the form of words and relationships between words and the concepts 

to which they refer, or codes that represent the ideas that texts convey (Ryan and 

Bernard 2000).  The goal for analyzing codes is to build conceptual models about 

themes, concepts, beliefs and behavior.   

Grounded theory is one specific systematic approach to qualitative analysis of 

ethnographic materials.  It offers some terminology and techniques that are useful for 

qualitative analysts. The goal of grounded theory is to understand the subjective 

meanings and lived experiences of people by building theory directly from primary 

data. In grounded theory, the researcher uses detailed and intensive examination of 

data to develop empirically-based middle-range theoretical frameworks that explain 

collected data (Glaser and Strauss 1967, Emerson 2001).  To ensure that the data being 

analyzed is valid, grounded theory demands that it is collected in ways that build 

rapport and require empathy with informants, such as participant observation and 

interviews (Layder 1998).   

Conducting grounded theory follows a number of basic steps in a linear 

sequence (Glaser and Strauss 1967; Charmaz 2003): 
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1. Collect data on what happens in the research setting 
2. Code data line-by-line 
3. Compare data with data in memos 
4. Raise significant codes to categories 
5. Compare data with categories in memos 
6. Check and flesh out categories through theoretical sampling of 

additional data 
7. Compare categories 
8. Integrate categories into a theoretical framework 
9. Write first draft 
10. Identify gaps and refine concepts 

To avoid approaching the research with preconceived hypotheses or theoretical 

theses, grounded theory recommends conducting the literature review at the end of the 

data collection and analysis process. However, several people have adapted grounded 

theory to make it more flexible and relevant to building theory.  Layder (1998) 

recommends an approach that uses the grounded theory techniques but places equal 

emphasis on discovering new theory and employing prior theory.  In this way, the 

researcher can approach the research with some ideas of what s/he is studying and 

what the outcome may be.  Charmaz (2003) argues that researchers can apply 

grounded theory techniques in flexible and non-prescriptive ways to generate theory 

for interpretive understanding.  This allows the researcher to use the techniques in the 

sequence and combination that is most useful to the analysis.  It also allows the 

researcher to treat the resultant theories as versions of the multiple realities that exist. 

This research employs the terminology and techniques of grounded theory’s data 

analysis methods but does not claim to be a grounded theory study. 
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Evaluation of qualitative research 

Qualitative research should be evaluated on the basis of its goals: to describe, 

categorize and understand relationships between ideas, develop a valid account of the 

data, and explain an issue from the perspective of the people who experience them.  

Therefore, the validity of any extrapolation from a case does not depend on 

representativeness but on the cogency of theoretical reasoning.  This requires that the 

case be embedded in appropriate theoretical framework and entail a richness of detail 

that allows for development of insights (MacPherson et al. 2000).  A useful measure 

of credibility is the extent to which the theories explain and account for variation in 

the data (Glaser 1978, 1992; Fischer 2003).  Furthermore, the theories must provide a 

useful conceptual rendering of the data in a way that addresses actual problems and 

processes in research setting (Glaser 1978, 1992)  

Common critiques of constructionist methods are that they are not objective 

and do not address causality.  The usefulness of proving causality with social data is 

disputed (Fischer 2003, Howlett and Ramesh 2003). While some scholars argue that it 

is important to learn which variables are involved, others assert that it is more 

important to understand how and why these variables are connected.  Because 

constructionist research assumes that the researcher is inseparable from the research 

setting, the traditional notion of objectivity is not particularly relevant for 

constructionist studies.  Instead, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that research be 

evaluated by its “confirmability.”  One way to test confirmability is for researchers to 
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hold their findings up to critical questioning by researchers not associated with the 

study.   

Yin (2003) suggests that qualitative research be judged by its adherence to the 

four common evaluation principles for social science research: 

1. Construct validity:  The research should establish correct operational measures 
for concepts being studied.  The research should also use multiple sources of 
evidence and have key informants review draft of case study report. 

2. External validity:  The research should establish the domain to which a study’s 
findings can be generalized, through the use theory, for example. 

3. Reliability:  The research should demonstrate that the operations of study can 
be repeated with the same results, by using a case study protocol, for example. 

4. Internal validity:  Explanatory research should establish causal relationships 
between certain conditions through techniques such as pattern matching, 
explanation building, addressing rival explanations and logic models. 

Conservation on private forests 

The role of private forestry in the United States is expanding.  Private forests 

are not only playing a greater role in timber production but they are also expected to 

provide environmental services such as habitat for threatened and endangered species, 

sinks for carbon and maintenance of water quality.  As a result of the increasing 

number of roles that society expects of private forests, conflict among users of private 

forests is increasing, especially around the protection of threatened and endangered 

species (USDA 1993).   

Private forests are under pressure to make up for the shortfall in timber 

production that has resulted from decreased harvests on federal lands (National 

Research Council 1998).  As a result, the management of private forests is 

intensifying; more forests are being managed as plantations (National Research 
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Council 1998).  Perhaps as a result of increased management intensity, the conditions 

of private forests are deteriorating (USDA Forest Service 1993).  Rates of timber 

mortality are increasing, indicating decline in forest health; the quantity and quality of 

water from private forests is declining; opportunities for recreation are insufficient to 

meet demand; and regulation of private forests is increasing, making their 

management more complex and leading to dissatisfaction of owners (USDA Forest 

Service 1993).   

The ecological importance of private forests stems from their extent and 

location. Private forestlands account for 24% of total US land area (Powell et al. 

1992).  Unlike National Forests and Wilderness Areas, private forests and especially 

non-industrial private forests, are often located in low elevation valley and riparian 

areas that are rich in habitat (Johnson et al. 1999).  As the areas that humans first 

settled and developed for agriculture, forestry and towns, these low lying lands have 

been significantly altered.  The exploitation of these areas for human benefit has come 

at a cost to wildlife.  Forest loss and fragmentation, arguably the greatest threats to 

forest biodiversity (Noss and Cooperrider 1994, Wilson 1988), are reducing habitat 

area, altering site microclimate, and isolating habitats from one another.  Fifty percent 

of threatened and endangered species depend on private forestlands for the majority of 

their habitat (Irland 1994), and 90% of these species locate the majority of their habitat 

on private lands in general. In Oregon, five of seven original habitat types are 

threatened (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998). Four of these threatened habitats are 

found to large extent on private land (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998).   
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Despite the importance of private forests for wildlife, it is difficult for society 

to ensure conservation on these lands.  Private forests are out of reach of the many 

command and control regulations that enforce conservation on federal and state lands.  

Furthermore, command and control land management is becoming increasingly 

associated with biodiversity loss and conservation failure (Knight 1996).  In addition, 

regulations receive criticism for encouraging minimal compliance and imposing costs 

on landowners that should be borne by society (Ellefson 2000).  Reserves are 

incompatible with the working nature of many of these lands (Lindenmayer and 

Franklin 2002; Vickerman 1998).  Perhaps for this reason only 3% of threatened and 

endangered species found on private lands are improving, in contrast to 18% on 

federal lands (Bean and Wildcove 1997).   

Conservation groups are exploring non-regulatory approaches to protecting 

private lands, including incentives and capacity building (National Research Council 

1998; Best and Wayburn 2001; Vickerman 1998). Such efforts recognize the crucial 

role that forest owners can play in conservation because of their intimate knowledge of 

their property and its history.  Unfortunately, the responsibility for stewardship that 

comes with ownership is the subject of much controversy (National Research Council 

1998).  Due to volatility and conflict in people’s notions of ownership, Bromley 

(1998) describes conservation of unique habitats on private land as “one of the most 

controversial aspects of contemporary land-use policy.”  

Many property owners believe that their rights entail exclusive privilege to do 

with their lands as they see fit. In this classical individual conception of property, 
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ownership hinges on fee simple title and presumes full control of specific valued 

resources with state backing (Singer 2000). In an individual conception of property, 

conservation is a public good and its cost should be born by society. This individual 

notion of ownership stands in contrast to a more consensual or social one in which the 

owner controls many but not all of the sticks in the bundle of (Singer 2000). In this 

social view, the state protects private lands from biophysical and social threats so that 

owners can pursue their objectives. In turn, owners protect the water quality, air 

quality and wildlife valued by the public. A social conception of ownership shifts the 

burden of conservation from society to the individual; instead of society paying 

owners to conserve resources through incentives or assistance programs, owners must 

pay society if they chose not to conserve resources.  

Advocates of a social conception of ownership view land as a speculative 

commodity (Bromley 1998), and property a social process in which people define and 

struggle over access to and control of resources (Fortmann 1995). Bromley (1998: 26) 

questions the logic of society paying private landowners to conserve habitat; “Where, 

precisely, did those who own land acquire the idea that they have the right to tyrannize 

society at large?” He advocates a social ownership model in which “landowners with 

unique habitats—or with endangered species—would not be able to extort us to pay 

them to preserve those environmental resources…” (1998:26).  

A third view arranges ownership on a spectrum running from private to 

private-public to public (Geisler 2000). In such a pluralistic, as opposed to dualistic, 

conception of property, “property forms are plural and evolving, as are the social 
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values and social relationships that produce them" (Geisler 2000: 80). In such a view, 

private ownership is not clear cut. Condemnation, taxes, and regulation all separate 

ownership from control, generating a perpetual social mortgage above and beyond any 

private mortgage. Land is often in public-private ownership as a result of easements, 

leases, agreements and permits. “Takings” and “givings” further blur distinctions 

between private and public, for example, through eminent domain, taxes and 

regulations that reduce property values, and publicly-funded research, technical and 

financial assistance, and fire and police protection that save owners money. 

The debate about the rights and responsibilities of private lands owners is 

fundamental to the future of stewardship.  Without a mutual understanding, 

landowners and society will have difficulty in determining what investments for 

conservation are worthwhile and should be expected (National Research Council 

1998). 

The Willamette Valley 

In the Willamette Valley, where fertile soils and abundant rainfall created a 

land of bounty, four of seven original habitat types are considered at risk of 

disappearing (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998, Willamette Restoration Initiative 

2001).  These habitats include upland forest, upland and wet prairies, bottomland 

hardwood forest, wetlands, and oak savanna and woodland.  At the heart of this habitat 

loss is a growing pressure placed by humans on the valley’s natural resources. 

The valley is 150 miles long and 75 miles wide, comprising 12,000 square 

miles.  Sixty-eight percent of the area is in forestry, 20% is in agriculture, 7% is in 
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urban development and 5% is in other uses.  Ninety-six percent of the valley is in 

private ownership (Willamette Restoration Initiative 2001). 

The Willamette Valley comprises one-eighth of Oregon’s land area, yet is 

home to 70% of the state’s population, a total of 2.3 million people (Willamette 

Restoration Initiative 2001).  At its current rate the population is projected to grow to 

4 million by 2050 (Grossman 2002).  The Willamette Valley provides 90% of state’s 

employment and supports three-fourths of the state’s economic activity, including 

agriculture, forestry and high-technology (Willamette Restoration Initiative 2001).   

Prior to Euro-American settlement, oak woodlands and savanna covered more 

than half of the valley.  At that time, wet and dry prairie dominated the lower 

elevations, Douglas-fir (Pseudotsuga menziesii) and western hemlock (Tsuga 

heterophylla) forest dominated the higher elevation foothills, and oak woodland and 

savanna served as the ecotone between the prairie and forestlands. Riparian forest and 

swamps abounded along the stream channels and in low-lying areas with saturated 

soils (Csuti et al. 1997, Hulse et al. 2000).

Since 1850, nearly all the valley’s original grasslands, wetlands and 

bottomland and foothill forests have been converted to farm- and forestland.  Now 

much of this land is being converted to urban and suburban development.  Today’s 

habitat types are less complex and less diverse than in previous times (Hulse et al. 

2000).  Of the 69 mammals, 154 bird species, 31 fish species and 18 amphibian 

species that are native to the Willamette Valley, one-third are listed as endangered, 

threatened or sensitive (Grossman 2002).  Despite these changes, remnants of the 
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original habitat types remain.  Of these threatened habitats, oak woodland and savanna 

is at the center of current conservation efforts.   

Oregon white oak 

Composition and structure 

Oak woodland and savanna is one of the most biologically diverse habitat 

types in the state of Oregon (Thysell and Carey 2001, Hagar and Stern 2001, Staniford 

2002). Oak habitat in Oregon is dominated by a single oak species, Oregon white oak 

(Quercus garryana). Over 200 species of flora and fauna area associated with the 

habitat, 45 of which are at-risk, including golden paintbrush (Castilleja levisecta), 

Kincaid’s lupine (Lupinus sulphureus var. kincaidii), Bradshaw’s lomatium 

(Lomatium bradshawii) and the Columbia white-tailed deer (Odocoileus virginianus 

leucurus) (Thysell and Carey 2001; Steele and Smallwood 2002, Van Lear and Brose 

2002).   

The range of Quercus garryana extends from Vancouver Island, British 

Columbia to Los Angeles County, California.  In Oregon, the species was historically 

present in the foothills and valleys of the Willamette Basin, which lies between the 

Coast Range on the west, the Cascade Range on the east, the state’s northern border 

with Washington, and the southern-most end of the Willamette Valley (Stein 1990).  

The oak habitat type in Oregon typically comprises mosaics of savanna and 

woodland that border coniferous forest on upland edges and treeless prairie (Agee 

1990). Within these mosaics, the species assumes three main forms: stands of open-

grown, open-form oaks, true oak woodlands, and, in the absence of fire, oak thickets.  
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Woodland describes systems with more than 30% canopy cover.  Oak systems with 

less than 30% canopy cover are considered savanna (Agee 1990).  This research refers 

to the range of conditions that the Oregon white oak habitat type assumes—from 

savanna to woodland—as “oak habitat” or “oak.” 

Oak woodlands in the Willamette Valley occur in four compositional types: a 

xeric type with poisonoak (Rhus diversiloba) in the understory, a xeric type with bitter 

cherry (Prunus emarginata) and snowberry (Symphocarpus alba) in the understory, a 

mesic type with serviceberry (Amelanchier alnifolia) and snowberry (Symphocarpus 

alba) in the understory and a mesic type with hazel (Corylus cornuta) and swordfern 

(Polystichum munitum) in the understory (Thilenius 1968).  Two perennial grasses, 

Festuca rubra and Deschampsia cespitosa, are associated with oak savanna (Agee 

1990).  These modern species assemblages of the Oregon white oak ecotype 

developed over the last 5000 years (Agee 1993).   

In a review of studies to date, Stein (1990) found Oregon white oak densities to 

range from four to 1133 stems per acre in stands of trees averaging more than four 

inches DBH.  He found basal areas to range from 35 to 265 square feet per acre with 

up to 84 square feet per acre of additional basal area of other species.  He also found 

that mature open grown oaks to range from 50 to 90 feet tall and 24 to 40 inches DBH.  

In a study of Oregon white oak in the Puget Sound area of Washington, Thysell and 

Carey (2002) found most woodland sites to average more than 83 oaks per acre within 

ranges of sizes, densities and BA reported as normal by Stein (1968).  They concluded 

that large oaks are currently rare in oak woodlands, averaging instead less than 12 
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inches DBH and less than 65 feet tall (Thysell and Carey 2002).  Loreen and Carey 

(1995) found the typical 40 year old oak to generally be 12 feet tall and six inches in 

DBH.    

Ecology 

Oregon white oak is a long-lived species, sometime living up to 400 years of 

age (Agee 1995).  It is considered both a seral and climax species.  In the absence of 

fire, Oregon white oak communities on mesic soils succeed into Douglas fir forests.  

In the presence of fire and on xeric soils, the species can establish itself and persist in 

low-moisture, shallow-soil and fire-prone areas (Stein 1968).  Oregon white oak is 

unique in that it can establish itself on both dry and seasonally wet sites of poor rocky 

soils along valley margins (Agee 1993).  It can also endure frequent low-intensity fires 

(Agee 1993).  It can establish itself on sites that are physiologically marginal for trees 

that would normally out-compete it (Agee 1990).  As a result, Oregon white oak 

became established as an ecotone of solitary trees and open stands between prairie and 

conifer forests (Ryan and Carey 1995). 

Under a normal regime of frequent, low intensity fires, solitary oaks regenerate 

under existing oaks.  Oregon white oak regenerates via seed and sprouts from 

rhizomes.  If the main stem is killed by fire or herbivory, suckers may sprout from the 

root collar or nodes on the roots, which may cover an area of more than 250 square 

meters (Stein 1990).  Although Oregon white oak has a very deep taproot, most of its 

roots are located near the soil surface.  Acorn production starts at about 20 years of 

age, increases until 60 or 80 years of age and then levels off (Agee 1993).  Only when 
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fire is suppressed do regenerating oaks form thickets, as in a stem exclusion phase.  

Such trees have low reproduction and high mortality rates when compared to stands of 

low-density, open-grown trees with mushroom-shaped crowns (Peter and Harrington 

2002.)    

Martin et al. (1951) call Quercus the single most important genus of North 

American wildlife food plants.  Oaks are able to provide many feeding and hiding sites 

because they have a high proportion of biomass in their branches compared to other 

tree species (Bleier et al 1993).  Oregon white oaks are significant cavity producers, 

supporting large numbers of cavity nesting mammals (Gumtow-Farrior and Gumtow-

Farrior 1997) including the western gray squirrel (Scurius griseus), big brown bat 

(Eptesicus fiscus) and red fox (Vulpes vulpes).  A number of birds also use Oregon 

white oak for cavities including the white-breasted nuthatch (Sitta carolinensis); 

several species of woodpecker, including pileated woodpecker (Dryocopus pileatus) 

and acorn woodpecker (Melanerpes formicivorous); and several species of cavity-

nesting ducks including the wood duck (Aix sponsa) (Loreen and Carey 1995).  

Studies have documented specific stand- and landscape-level characteristics 

that are important for many wildlife including large diameter-at-breast height, full 

branching crown and relatively low basal area.  Open-grown oak stands provide more 

complex structures such as larger, fuller crowns and larger, more abundant branches 

than closed-canopy oak stands.  Acorn production is positively associated with 

mushroom-shaped crowns of open-grown trees, low crown contact between trees and 

low basal area (Peter and Harrington 2002.)  These open-form trees also provide more 
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cavities than closed-form trees (Gumtow-Farrior and Gumtow Farrior 1991).  Large 

diameter oaks are associated with greater abundance of cavity-nesters than small 

diameter trees (Hagar and Stern 2001), in part because they provide roomy cavities 

that can accommodate larger species such as western gray squirrel and pileated 

woodpeacker.  Large diameter trees also provide more decaying wood in which 

species such as Lewis’ woodpecker can create cavities (Thysell and Carey 2001; 

Gumtow-Farrior and Gumtow Farrior 1991).  Studies have also documented 

landscape-level habitat features that are important for oak woodland-associated 

species.  For example, the western gray squirrel is usually found in oak communities 

that are greater than five acres in size and less than 4/10 of a mile from water (Thysell 

and Carey 2001).   

The fire regime of the Oregon white oak is not well understood, however 

research suggests that fire is very important to maintain the characteristic open 

structure, species composition and ecosystem functions.  Seedling regeneration takes 

place at higher rates in high fire intensity microsites where logs have burned and left 

behind low levels of organic matter, carbon and nitrogen (Agee 1995).  The ash in 

these microsites hides acorns from predators and the sterilized soil prevents the growth 

of mold (Agee 1993).  Experiments have found that light burns can increase acorn 

productivity after 6 to 10 years (Peter and Harrington 2002) for reasons that might be 

related to sterilization of the seedbed (Agee 1993) and increasing root-to-shoot ratios 

(Van Lear and Brose 2002). Fire also improves wildlife habitat by removing excess 

litter, making acorns available to jays and squirrels, and controlling insect predators of 
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acorns (Van Lear and Brose 2002).  Oregon white oak can withstand fire better than 

other local species due to its thick bark and the location of dormant buds below the 

soil surface, which allows for sprouting after fire (Tveten and Fonda 1999).  However, 

both excessive burning and excessive fire suppression can be detrimental to Oregon 

white oak forests (Hardy and Arno 1995).  Studies have shown that while prescribed 

burning can help open up oak stands and decrease invasive shrubs and trees, it can 

also increase invasive forbs (Peter and Harrington 2002, Tveten and Fonda 1999).   

History 

A review of 10,000 years of forest history reveals no natural baseline for the 

Oregon white oak. Instead, a range of ecosystem functions and disturbance patterns 

characterizes the history of the habitat type (McShea and Healy 2002).  For this 

reason, most managers base prescriptions on desired functions instead of historic or 

“natural” conditions.  Furthermore, Oregon white oak is essentially an anthropogenic 

vegetation type.  It evolved through the use of prescribed fire, primarily by Native 

Americans (Agee 1990).  Accounts of Native American subsistence patterns indicate 

that tribes such as the Kalapuya used fire in oak woodlands to herd deer for hunting 

and to aid in the harvesting of tarweed, grasshoppers, hazelnuts, acorns, berries, camas 

roots and bracken fern rhizomes (Agee 1993, Boyd 1999).  These fires kept invasive 

trees and shrubs at bay (Boyd 1999).   

Silviculture 

Studies on subjects as diverse as fire, squirrel habitat and acorn reproduction 

make similar recommendations for management of Oregon white oak.  They 
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recommend reintroduction of fire, removal of conifers and other invasive species, 

regeneration of oaks from stump sprouts, and thinning of oak to create open conditions 

that foster full branching crowns.  The common prescription for fire is conservative 

and complicated.  Specifically, scientists recommend two consecutive prescribed 

burns one year apart on three to ten year rotations (Peter and Harrington 2002, Tveten 

and Fonda 1999, Hastings et al. 1997, Agee 1990) followed by mechanical or 

chemical removal of invasive species.  Preliminary research suggests that Oregon 

white oak responds well to release treatments that remove Douglas-fir (Harrington and 

Kern date unknown).  Releases are most effective at promoting growth of younger oak 

trees in lower strata and in co-dominant and intermediate pole-size trees with large 

crowns.  However, mechanically releasing Oregon white oak may also benefit other 

shade-intolerant understory species such as Douglas-fir, as well as non-native species 

such as Scot’s broom, as a result of increased radiation to forest floor and decreased 

competition (Harrington and Kern, date unknown).  Regeneration of oak from stump 

sprouts is a common management recommendation because of the difficult and 

unreliable nature of regeneration from seed (Gumtow-Farrior and Gumtow Farrior 

1997).   

For wildlife, management recommendations include thinning and regenerating 

stands to promote large diameter, open-form oak in a mixture of live, dead, decadent 

and healthy conditions (Gumtow-Farrior and Gumtow-Farrior 1997, Larsen and 

Morgan 1998).  For small mammals such as the western gray squirrel, studies also 

recommend a minimum management unit size of 5 acres, maintaining and developing 
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corridors, retaining adjacent stands of conifers and hardwoods, maintaining canopy 

cover of 40-60%, maintaining species composition of 25-75% oak, killing overtopping 

Douglas-fir tree and thinning stands (Ryan and Carey 1995).  Bird studies concentrate 

management recommendation on creating large-diameter oaks in semi-open woodland 

conditions (Hagar and Stern 2001.) 

Current status 

Oregon white oak has declined between 50-90% in all regions in which it was 

historically common (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998).  While estimates of current 

and original extent of oak habitat vary, a commonly cited figure is that more than 90% 

of the original oak habitat in Oregon has been lost (ODF&W 2006, Oregon 

Biodiversity Project 1998). ODF&W estimates that only four percent of the original 

1,000,000 acres of foothill woodlands remain and less than seven percent of the 

original 400,000 acres of valley bottom woodlands remain (ODF&W 2006). Thileneus 

(1968) estimated that the there were more than 1,000,000 acres of Oregon white oak in 

1964. Assessments of current extent indicate that between 61,580 and 172,192 acres 

may remain (Atterbury Consultants, Inc. 1992; Klock et al., 1998).   

The primary causes of oak’s decline are alteration of the historic fire regime, 

which allows Douglas-fir to encroach and out-compete the oak, and conversion to 

non-native forest uses, including agriculture, Douglas-fir plantations, Christmas tree 

farms, vineyards and suburban development (Agee 1993, Tveten and Fonda 1999).  

Ninety-eight percent of the remaining Oregon white oak is in private ownership 
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(Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998).  The State of Oregon has identified Oregon white 

oak woodland and savanna as one of its six threatened habitat types (ODFW 2006).   

Family forest owners 

Demographics 

Family forest owners are private individuals and families that own forestland 

but do not own wood processing infrastructure (Birch 1996).  This research uses the 

term “family forest owner” to refer to the individuals and families that own lands that 

are forested, but not necessarily zoned for forestry or forested with commercial timber 

species.  For example, an owner of land zoned for agriculture and forested with oak 

will be considered a family forest owner.  Similar to national trends (Birch 1996), 

most family forest owners in Oregon are older than 40 years and earn their income 

from other sources than timber production (Johnson et al. 1997).  Two-fifths have a 

university degree and most are either employed in white-collar jobs, self-employed, or 

retired (Johnson et al. 1999).  Many owners are former urbanites or urban-based non-

resident landowners (Jones et al. 1995). 

Management objectives 

The management objectives of family forest owners are diverse, ranging from 

wildlife habitat, views and recreation to long-term investment and timber income 

(Bliss and Martin 1989, Clawson 1989, Johnson et al. 1997, Huntsinger and Fortmann 

1990). Numerous variables affect these objectives including ownership size 

(Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990; Sampson and DeCoster 1997), length of tenure, age, 

income level and residence on the property (Ostrom 1985).  Focus on timber income 
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usually declines with parcel size (Sampson and DeCoster 1997, Rosen and Kaiser 

1998, Bourke and Luloff 1994, Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990.)  Family forest 

owners rate amenity objectives such as wildlife, views and recreation as having value 

equal to or greater than timber production (Jones et al. 1995; Brunson et al. 1996; 

Bliss and Martin 1989, Johnson et al. 1997, Huntsinger and Fortmann 1990). At the 

same time, due to changes in ownership, market prices and owner objectives, most 

commercial timber on family forestlands eventually is harvested (Carpenter 1985; 

Lettman 2002). 

Land ownership 

Family forest owners control a large land base in Oregon. They hold 17% of all 

forestland and 30% of private timberland (Johnson et al. 1999).  The ownerships 

themselves are largely held in smaller units.  Sixty-eight percent of family forest 

ownerships comprise parcels of less than 10 acres in size, 24.9% comprise parcels of 

10 to 49 acres, 6.2% comprise parcels of 50 to 499 acres, and less than 1% comprises 

parcels of more than 500 acres (NWOS 2003).  In other words, relatively few owners 

account for most of the family forestland, while many owners have very small parcels.  

The parcels are more evenly distributed across size classes;  13.9% of family forest 

acreage is held in parcels of less than 10 acres in size, 25% is held in parcels of 10 to 

49 acres, 6.9% is held in parcels of 50 and 99 acres, 26.4% is held in parcels of 100 

and 499 acres, 4.2% is held in parcels of 500 to 999 acres, 16.7 is held in parcels 

between 1000 and 4999 acres, and 6.9% is held in parcels over 5000 acres (NWOS 

2003).  Ownership characteristics in Oregon are similar to those of the nation, where 
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96% per cent of private forestland ownerships are less than 500 acres in size and 

78.8% of private forest acreage is held in parcels of less than 500 acres (Butler 2006). 

In the United States, 50% of family forest ownerships change hands every 24 years or 

less (Butler 2005). 

Recent research suggests that family forest owners may control significant 

portions of the oak that remains in the Willamette Valley. A 1990 assessment of 

stocked non-industrial private forestlands with Oregon White Oak as the dominant 

species estimates that 263,000 acres of family forestland may support oak habitat 

(Atterbury Consultants 1992). A data set that merges oak vegetation type polygons 

from ODF&W Willamette Valley Vegetation GIS data with tax lot layers for 8 

Willamette Valley counties suggests that 58,875 acres of oak may be represented on 

parcels 10 or more acres in size (Connie Barnes, Integrated Resource Management, 

personal communication 2005). 

Market influences 

Nationally, the share of the nation’s wood supply that family forests meet rose 

from 50% between 1950 and 1990 to 60% in the 1990s (Alig et al. 1990).  In Oregon, 

timber harvests on family forest increased from less than 50 million ft3 in 1980 to 

more than 200 million ft3 in 1994, and then declined again until 2000 (Adams et al. 

2002). Harvests are expected to fluctuate between 75 and 250 million ft3 through 2050 

(Adams et al. 2002).  Currently, family forests account for 16% of the total timber 

volume sold in Oregon (Oregon Department of Forestry 2005). 
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The decline of large-dimension timber harvesting from federal lands and the 

globalization of the forest products industry have caused processors to retool for 

smaller-diameter timber (Best and Wayburn 2001, Bliss 2003).  Family forest owners 

now face limited markets for small quantities of logs of diverse sizes and species.  As 

a result, they are under more pressure to grow timber in plantations on short rotations, 

which are less biodiverse. In addition to market demand for wood products, family 

forest owners face increasing public demand for environmental services, such as clean 

water, habitat and views (Bliss and Martin 2003). 

Management practices 

The management practices of family forest owners are diverse.  Family forest 

owners manage their land in four primary ways: 1) as a part of their residence or farm, 

2) as a financial investment, 3) for aesthetic enjoyment, and 4) for recreation 

opportunities (Bliss and Martin 2003).  Despite pressures on family forest owners to 

harvest timber, few owners manage their properties intensively.  Less than 20% of 

owners operate with management plans (Birch 1996).  A 1994 survey of family forest 

owners in Western Oregon and Washington found that less than 50% of respondents 

had conducted harvests and only about 15% had converted their forests to another 

species for commercial production (Johnson et al. 1999).  These figures are not 

surprising when one considers that only 5% of family forest owners manage their land 

primarily for timber production (Birch 1996).   
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Policy environment 

Family forest owners operate within a dynamic policy environment (Bliss and 

Martin 2003).  In their dual roles as timber plantations and natural areas, family forests 

face public expectations and policy requirements on both ends of the spectrum 

(National Research Council 1998).  Like all productive forestlands, family forests are 

subject to forest practices regulations.  However, because family forestlands occupy 

large areas of valley and riparian ecosystems, their lands are becoming increasingly 

subject to riparian-zone and related regulations as well, such as the Endangered 

Species Act and Clean Water Act (Johnson et al. 1999).  Family forest owners are also 

the targets for many assistance programs.  In attempt to increase production on family 

forests, many programs, such as the Forestry Incentives Program, have sought to help 

family forest owners reforest and improve the stands on their properties (Sampson and 

DeCoster 1997).  Because of the ecological importance of family forests, programs 

have also tried to help owners improve habitat and ecological processes through 

financial and technical assistance, as in the Forest Stewardship Program and 

companion Stewardship Incentives Program (Sampson and DeCoster 1997).   

Prior research 

In 2002 and 2003, I conducted my master’s research on the knowledge, beliefs 

and management behavior of a random sample of family forest owners in the Western 

Muddy Creek Watershed, a conservation priority area in the oak ecotype in Western 

Oregon.  My methods included in-depth individual interviews, concept mapping 

exercises, property mapping exercises and field reconnaissance.   
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My findings illuminated the meanings that owners have for biodiversity and 

suggest implications for policy and questions for further research. I found that the 

ideas that the forest owners in my sample held about biodiversity are related to the 

biophysical conditions of their individual properties. Based on their beliefs about their 

roles in natural systems, they seemed to imprint their knowledge on the landscape 

through management or benign neglect, resulting in different forest conditions. Some 

saw diversity in brush-filled regenerating clearcuts. Others saw diversity in mature 

stands of mixed conifers and hardwoods. Yet the transfer of their mental terrain to the 

biophysical terrain did not appear direct; external social and economic pressures also 

appeared to affect the ways in which they implement their knowledge and beliefs 

through management. 

Insofar as the owners recognized diversity in species, structures and scales, the 

meanings that they held for biodiversity were similar in some ways to conservation 

biologists’ meanings. However, they implemented their knowledge of biodiversity 

differently. In the language of conservation biology, the owners promoted richness at 

the expense of evenness by creating conditions that support generic forms of 

biodiversity while marginalizing the species native to their local habitats. From the 

perspective of conservation biologists, diversity is only meaningful in a designated 

area (Burton et al. 1992). Adding non-native species to an ecosystem will increase 

diversity, but it may also compromise the system’s uniqueness by altering the 

composition of native species (Hunter 1999). 
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From the perspective of the owners, management does not interfere with the 

naturalness of their forests; rather the owners believed their forests are better off 

because of their interventions. By including a role for humans in natural systems, the 

owners may avoid conflict between their knowledge that oak is the historical condition 

of their forests and management practices that do not foster oak. If managed forests of 

variable species and structures that change over time are natural, then biodiversity can 

mean species and structural diversity that are transferable from ecotype to ecotype. In 

their view, management is not an interruption to the course that forests follow in their 

evolution; it is a helpful, guiding force. The owners’ view of diversity is one that fits 

into their management context, where biodiversity isn’t the only, or even the primary 

objective. In private, managed landscapes, owners negotiated the meaning of 

biodiversity within their rich, multifaceted knowledge and belief systems. 

My findings from this research in the Muddy Creek Watershed suggested that 

possibilities for oak conservation rest on information about owners’ knowledge, 

beliefs and values, theories of individual behavior, and the logic of policy. The five 

categories of policy tools identified by Schneider and Ingram (1990) all seem to hold 

some promise for conservation of oak on family forests. My preliminary analysis 

suggested a useful order to these tools.   

While the owners in the sample were motivated to manage for diversity, they 

were not very familiar with oak. Symbolically linking oak to owners’ values about 

diversity and the history and family legacy of their land may interest owners in oak 
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management. Emphasizing the anthropogenic nature of oak may help owners view it 

as another aspect of nature that can benefit from human intervention.  

Once owners are interested, education and training can build their capacity to 

manage for the ecological requirements of oak. Helping communities of owners 

organize themselves within the broader spatial context of their lands and management 

decisions might also foster the collaboration between landowners necessary for large-

scale oak conservation.  

Authority tools should explicitly permit oak management so owners do not feel 

compelled to underplant oak with conifers to meet regulatory requirements.  

Policymakers should use authority tools to permit oak silviculture along with conifer 

production as a legitimate land use for maintaining owners’ tax deferrals. 

Policymakers should perhaps go as far to ensure the protection of legacy oaks and the 

regeneration of new oaks.  

Once owners have enough information to recognize oak management as an 

opportunity, they may seek out tangible payoffs. Incentives such as tax credits, cost-

sharing, regulatory relief, conservation rent and market creation can make oak 

management financially viable in the face of market preferences for Douglas-fir.  

If owners get to the point that they recognize oak’s decline as a policy 

problem, they may be willing to participate in learning forums with other stakeholders 

to understand causes and solutions. These forums also provide policymakers 

opportunities to better understand owners’ capacities and motivations (Schneider and 

Ingram 1990). 
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At the time of my master’s research, my findings suggested that as long as 

owners are unfamiliar with oak and do not recognize value in its management it may 

be premature to use incentive and learning tools. Resources may be better spent using 

symbolic and hortatory tools to make oak appeal to owners, building the capacity of 

owners to manage for oak, and addressing the perverse incentives of authority tools.  

The questions that remained from my master’s research were, “What specific 

policy options might be suitable for conserving oak on family forestlands given 

owners’ motivations?” and “What policy options might meet the needs of owners and 

advance ecological goals that other stakeholder groups hold for oak.” I sought to 

address these questions in my doctoral research.
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3. RESEARCH DESIGN

In this research I used a social constructionist approach to study culture, or 

shared meaning, in natural resource management and policy.  In policy terms, this 

research is an analysis of policy content, the tradition in policy studies of examining 

how definitions of policy problems determine how political systems choose solutions.  

Figure 1 provides an overview of my objectives and data collection and analysis 

methods. 

The research was structured as an embedded case study (Yin 2003).  I 

examined the oak conservation policy environment (the case) through the main 

stakeholders in oak conservation: family forest owners and natural resource 

professionals (the embedded cases).  I used a case study approach because I believe 

the phenomenon of people’s relationships with oak is inseparable from the context.  In 

other words, the Willamette Valley’s settlement history, natural resource policies and 

wood products markets, and the dynamic, anthropogenic nature of the oak habitat 

type, all have unique influences on people’s relationships with oak, which may not be 

found in other regions where oak is present. 

Using qualitative methods from ethnography and interpretive policy studies, I 

collected the data in the order that is typical of case studies (Stake 2003).  Starting 

with participant observation, I observed what is ordinary.  Then, I gathered what is 

difficult to observe through secondary research and individual and focus group 

interviews.  I used qualitative analysis methods to understand and explain the data.  I 

analyzed the data as I collected it, an approach that qualitative researchers typically
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Figure 1. List of research objectives and tasks

1. Understand family forest owners’ relationships with oak in detail 
1.1. Objectives 

1.1.1. Understand owners’ knowledge, beliefs and values about oak 
• What do owners know about the ecology, history and current conditions of oak? 
• What value do they place on oak (e.g. firewood, aesthetic beauty, tie to history, wildlife habitat, wood products)? 
• What are their goals and objectives for oak? 
• How do their attitudes toward forestry influence their treatment of oak? 
• What do they believe about their role in conserving oak? 
• What constraints do they identify for oak conservation? 
1.1.2. Understand the socio-economic context in which owners make their management decisions. 
• In what ways do owners relate their views on oak to social values for different land uses?   
• How do they relate their views on oak to natural resource, land use, tax and other policies?   
• In what ways do they recognize markets as an influence on their views on oak? 
• What changes in land development policies, land uses and land values may influence their treatment of oak? 
• What changes in wood markets, processing capacities and prices may influence their treatment of oak? 
Data Collection Tasks1.2.  

1.2.1. Conduct in depth individual interviews with owners in the field 
1.2.2. Collect secondary data on changes in land development policy, land use, land values, wood markets and processing capacities. 

1.3. Data Analysis Tasks 
1.3.1. Analyze interviews transcripts with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI. 
1.3.2. Compare owners’ meanings for oak with conditions of their oak stands 
1.3.3. Compare findings from interviews and secondary research and explain any differences. 

2. Compare how owners and natural resource professionals frame oak conservation 
2.1. Objectives 

2.1.1. Understand how owners and natural resource professionals frame oak conservation 
• What are owners’ and natural resource professionals’ values for oak? 
• What are their beliefs about the role that they should play in managing oak? 
• What are the meanings that they give to the concepts management, conservation and restoration? 
• What are their opinions about the oak habitat conditions that policy should address? 
• What are their perceptions of opportunities and constraints for oak conservation? 
• What policy tools do they think would be most useful for fostering oak conservation? 
• What are their assumptions about each other’s motivations to manage oak? 
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Figure 1 (Continued). 

2.1.3. Identify areas of conflict and common ground in their frames 
• How do their knowledge, beliefs and values about oak conservation differ? 
• How do these differences inform their opinions about policy? 

2.2. Data collection tasks 
2.2.1. Conduct participant observation at landowner trainings and tours for oak management. 
2.2.2. Conduct participant observation at presentations, strategy meetings and tours for agencies, conservationists and owners. 
2.2.3. Conduct individual interviews with owners and natural resource professionals 
2.2.4. Conduct focus groups with owners, including oak tour. 
2.2.5. Conduct focus groups with natural resource professionals 

2.3. Data analysis tasks 
2.3.1. Analyze notes from participant observation with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI. 
2.3.2. Analyze transcripts of individual interviews with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI. 
2.3.3. Analyze transcripts of focus group discussions with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI. 

3. Draw implications for the design of conservation policy for oak and other habitats 
3.1. Objectives 

3.1.1. Identify points of convergence in owners’ and natural resource professionals’ frames that may constitute common ground for 
policy strategies 

3.1.2. Evaluate policy alternatives using the framework created by Schneider and Ingram (1990) 
• Build theories of individual action and decision for owners to manage for oak. 
• Identify the intangible beliefs and values held by owners to which symbolic and hortatory tools can appeal.   
• Identify ways that owners’ management capacities can be improved or adapted for oak conservation, especially at a landscape 

scale. 
• Identify tangible payoffs would encourage owners to apply their knowledge and skill to oak management. 
• Identify regulations that may constrain oak conservation. 
• Identify roles for learning forums in oak conservation. 
• Make suggestions for kinds and order of policy tools that would be appropriate for encouraging conservation of oak on family 

forests. 
3.2. Data collection tasks 

3.2.1. Conduct individual interviews with owners and natural resource professionals 
3.2.2. Conduct focus groups with owners 
3.2.3. Conduct focus groups with natural resource professionals 

3.3. Data analysis tasks 
3.3.1. Analyze transcripts of interviews with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI. 
3.3.2. Analyze transcripts of focus groups with aid of qualitative data analysis software, Atlas-TI.
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use to help refine their research questions and methods as they better understand their 

field data (Lincoln and Guba 1985).   

In the tradition of social constructionism, I focused on understanding my 

informants’ perceptions of the phenomenon of interest, oak conservation.  However, I 

also used the case research technique of between-method triangulation (Denzin 1978) 

to enrich my understanding of their perceptions with information from other sources.  

I used some archival information about markets, land uses and policies to better 

understand the context in which owners make management decisions.  I noted the 

conditions of the oak habitats on owners’ properties to help me better understand the 

meanings they give to natural resource concepts.  And I examined the texts of actual 

policies to understand how society imprints ideas about oak conservation in the policy 

process.  In the vein of Duneier’s “extended place method” (1999), extending 

fieldwork to other places or people that have influence on the original subject can help 

the researcher build theory and uncover connections between micro- and macro-

forces.   

The research findings create a contextual understanding of oak conservation on 

family forests. They reveal the meanings that people give to oak habitat, the problem 

of its decline, and strategies to conserve it.  They illuminate the common ground 

between these meanings.  By incorporating policy development into the focus group 

interviews and seeking advice about the research from informant-advisors, this 

research brought participatory elements into the design, ensuring that the resulting 

policy implications would be grounded in valid interpretations of the informants’ 
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knowledge, beliefs and values about oak, and capacities and limitations for 

conservation. 

Study area 

I examined the policy environment of oak conservation in the Willamette 

Valley of Western Oregon.  I chose this area because it is the current geographic focus 

of oak conservation efforts in Oregon.  The Willamette Valley is the location of most 

of the Oregon white oak habitat in Oregon.  It is home to the conservation 

organizations and natural resource agencies that are working to conserve oak and the 

individuals and families that own oak habitat.  The presence of the majority of 

Oregon’s population, major land uses and threatened habitat types (Miller 1997) also 

makes the Willamette Valley an ideal place to study conservation policy issues. Figure 

2 depicts the Willamette Valley ecoregion and the decline of oak woodland, prairie 

(which includes oak savanna) and other strategy habitats since the time of Euro-

American settlement in 1850. To identify these strategy habitats, the Oregon 

Department of Fish and Wildlife (ODF&W) evaluated vegetation types with a high 

degree of historic loss for their historic importance at the ecoregional scale, ecological 

similarity, amount of remaining habitat managed for conservation values, known 

limiting factors, ecological similarity, and importance to declining species (ODF&W 

2006).  

Sample 

In case study design, the case or embedded cases are the units of analysis (Yin 

2003).  The sample comprised two embedded cases in the case study: individuals or 
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Figure 2. Map of change in Willamette Valley strategy habitats since 1850 (Source: 
Oregon Department of Fish and Wildlife, 2006.) 

 



 
 
 
 
 

families that own oak habitat and natural resource professionals that work on oak 

conservation in the Willamette Valley.  I selected these embedded cases purposively 

based on an understanding, or “replication logic” (Yin 2003), that these groups are 

important in the policy environment of oak conservation.  As the policy target group 

and ultimate stewards of the oak resource, information about owners is important in 

any analysis of conservation policy for oak.  Understanding the views of natural 

resource professionals is also important because they influence the formulation and 

implementation of policy. 

Owners and natural resource professionals in the sub-samples for the 

participant observation activities were those that voluntarily attended oak conservation 

and restoration events in response to announcements distributed by members of the 

OOCWG partnership.  These events included seven presentations for owners on oak 

management and conservation and six tours for owners of oak restoration sites. 

Between 200 and 300 owners attended these events. The natural resource 

professionals in the participant observation sample were those that attended five 

meetings on oak conservation, approximately 60 individuals, several of whom also 

participated in the individual and focus group interviews. 

I drew the sub-samples for the individual and group interviews purposively. I 

identified the owner sample frame by collecting lists of owners of diverse parcel sizes, 

oak habitats and conservation attitudes from Oregon State University Forestry 

Extension offices, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, state and federal natural 

resource agencies, land trusts and watershed councils. In selecting the owner sample I 
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tried to obtain maximum variation in the characteristics that are commonly associated 

with management approaches: parcel size, residence on the property, length of tenure, 

and focus on timber income.  While age and income level are also associated with 

management approach, inquiring about these characteristics was difficult.  

From a frame of 80 owners I interviewed a total of 36 owners (Table 1). I 

interviewed 18 of the owners individually and 18 in focus groups. The resulting owner 

sample was characteristic of family forest owners in Oregon in two ways: Two-thirds 

of the members were male and 89% were over 40 years of age. In other ways the 

sample was uncharacteristic of family forest owners in Oregon. Eighty-four percent 

held parcels greater than or equal to 100 acres in size, one-fourth said they depended 

on timber as their main source of income, and 60% owned land that had been in the 

family at least 30 years or more than one generation. The heavy and long-term 

investment of the sample members in land and land-based production may affect the 

sample in two ways. The sample may be biased toward owners that are more willing 

to dedicate energy and money to oak conservation than the average owner. Due to the 

relatively small proportion that oak constitutes of their overall holdings and 

operations, they may be able to afford to subsidize their own oak conservation. On the 

other hand, the sample may be biased toward owners that are less willing to dedicate 

energy and money to oak conservation than the average owner. Their economic 

investments in their lands may impose a profit motive on their decisions. 

I identified the sample frame for the natural resource professionals through 

snowball sampling, beginning with some of the most visible participants in  
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Pseudonym Gender Age Occupation
Parcel 
size1,2

Oak 
acre-
age1

County of 
ownership

Length of 
ownership 

(generations)
1 "Yvonne Price" F 49-64 Self-employed 10-49 10-49 Marion 1st gen. (18 years)
2 "Sandy Carpenter" F 49-64 Writer 50-99 10-49 Marion 1st gen. (12 years)
3 "Merv Parker" M 49-64 Planner 50-99 10-49 Marion 1st gen.  (12 years)
4 "Andy McDonald" M 49-64 Geologist 50-99 10-49 Yamhill 2nd gen. 
5 "Paul Knopf" M 75+ Oceanographer 50-99 10-49 Benton 1st gen. (15 years)
6 "Marvin Payne" M 49-64 Business owner 50-99 10-49 Yamhill 2nd gen. 
7 "Garth Anders" M 65-74 Forest manager 100-499 50-99 Yamhill 40 years
8 "Gail Anders" F 49-64 Forest manager 100-499 50-99 Yamhill 40 years
9 "Helen Rollins" F 65-74 Educator 100-499 50-99 Benton 1st gen. (30 years)

10 "Fritz Quinn" M 65-74 Forest manager 100-499 50-99 Benton 2nd gen. (30 years)
11 "Mary Harten" F 35-48 Educator 100-499 50-99 Benton 1st gen.
12 "Bob Jones" M 49-64 Architect 100-499 50-99 Lane 1st gen.
13 "Linda Zeller" F 49-64 Realtor 100-499 50-99 Polk 2nd gen.
14 "Carl Zeller" M 49-64 Artist 100-499 50-99 Polk 1st gen.
15 "Larry Barnell M 65-74 Farmer 100-499 50-499 Benton ≥3rd gen.
16 "Norman Peters" M 49-64 Academic 100-499 100-499 Lane 2nd gen.
17 "Nancy Young" F 35-48 Real estate 100-499 100-499 Lane 1st gen. (13 years)
18 "Will O'Brian" M 49-64 Property manager 100-499 100-499 Polk 2nd gen.
19 "Miles Emerson" M 49-64 Doctor 100-499 100-499 Benton 1st gen.
20 "Rosemary Dow" F 75+ Rancher/ 100-499 100-499 Linn ≥3rd gen.
21 "Lance  Norton" M 49-64 Forest manager 100-499 <50 Yamhill 2nd gen.
22 "Barry Hubbard" M 49-64 Planner 100-499 10-49 Lane 1st gen.
23 "Diane Dietrich" F 49-64 Forest manager 100-499 10-49 Polk 1st gen.
24 "Bill Dowd" M 65-74 Forest manager 100-499 10-49 Linn 2nd gen.
25 "Bonnie Dowd" F 65-74 Forest manager 100-499 10-49 Linn 2nd gen.
26 "Malorie Mitchell" F 35-48 Business owner 100-499 10-49 Benton 1st gen. (<10 years)
27 "Chris Mitchell" M 49-64 Vineyard manager 100-499 10-49 Benton 2nd gen.
28 "Mark Adams" M 49-64 Forest manager 500-999 50-99 Linn ≥3rd gen.
29 "Henry Sanders" M 49-64 Timber manager 500-999 100-499 Washington 2nd gen.
30 "George Perkins" M 49-64 Rancher 500-999 100-499 Polk 2nd gen.
31 "Carol James" F 49-64 Educator 500-999 100-499 Lane 1st gen. (3 years)
32 "Bill Waltmann" M 49-64 Postal worker 500-999 100-499 Lane ≥3rd gen.
33 "Carl Hayward" M 65-74 Farmer >1000 50-99 Benton ≥3rd gen.
34 "Kurt Markham" M 49-64 Business owner >1000 100-499 Marion 1st gen.
35 "Phil Owens" M 65-74 Retired >1000 50-99 Benton 1st gen. (50 years)
36 "Lacey Bidwell" F 49-64 Timber manager >1000 50-99 Benton 1st gen. (30 years)

1Acreages based on owners' estimates
2Acreage categories based on USDA Forest Service National Woodland Owner Survey  
Table 1. Sample of landowners 

 



 
 
 
 
 

conservation policy and oak conservation efforts in the Willamette Valley. In selecting 

the natural resource professional sample, I tried to obtain variation in people’s 

experiences, expertise and attitudes toward the different toward the different areas of 

policy, planning and land management that I believed were relevant for oak.  

From a frame of 86 natural resource professionals I interviewed a total of 32 

natural resource professionals: 18 public natural resource agents, including foresters, 

biologists and planners; eight private conservationists, including foresters, ecologists, 

and administrators; two administrators for organizations that serve private landowners; 

two private consulting foresters; and two natural resource sector business people 

(Table 2). I interviewed 19 natural resource professionals individually and 17 in focus 

groups. I interviewed three natural resource professionals twice, both individually and 

in focus group interviews. The relatively small universe of public and private natural 

resource professionals that were likely to have knowledge of habitat conservation on 

private lands may have biased the sample. I was able to generate a list of only 20 

private organizations and businesses and public agencies that employed natural 

resource professionals that were familiar with oak and some relevant aspect of policy, 

planning and land management. 

I determined the final size of the owner and natural resource professional 

samples through theoretical saturation, the technique of capping sample 

size when the collection of additional units of data yields proportionally smaller units 

of findings (Strauss 1987). Usually a dozen or so interviews with members of a social 

group, if properly selected, is enough to reach theoretical saturation and 20 are often  
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Pseudonym Gender Age Occupation Category
1 "Charles Gardner" M 35 - 48 Administrator Private
2 "Victoria Murphy" F 49 - 64 Administrator Private
3 "Tom Sorenson" M 35 - 48 Administrator Private
4 "Marlene Kaffner" F 35 - 48 Administrator Private
5 "Carla Lang" F 35 - 48 Administrator Private
6 "Susan Taft" F 35 - 48 Administrator Private
7 "Nick Simmons" M 35 - 48 Administrator Private
8 "Alan Cox" M 49 - 64 Biologist Private
9 "Vince Atwell" M 49 - 64 Biologist Private

10 "Bob Evans" M 49 - 64 Business owner Private
11 "Brent Innis" M 49 - 64 Ecologist Private
12 "Carl Morgan" M 49 - 64 Ecologist Private
13 "Stan Cantrell" M 35 - 48 Forester Private
14 "Frank Ames" M 49 - 64 Forester Private
15 "Harriet Roth" F 35 - 48 Agronomist Public
16 "Sean Carter" M 35 - 48 Biologist Public
17 "Sam Larson" M 49 - 64 Biologist Public
18 "Carl Butler" M 49 - 64 Biologist Public
19 "Bill Reeves" M 49 - 64 Biologist Public
20 "Oliver Dixon" M 49 - 64 Biologist Public
21 "Kristin Landers" F 35 - 48 Biologist Public
22 "Herbert Tully" M 49 - 64 Ecologist Public
23 "Kerri Meyers" F 35 - 48 Ecologist Public
24 "Kyle Chambers" M 49 - 64 Ecologist Public
25 "Carrie Barber" F 35 - 48 Ecologist Public
26 "Farley Davis" M 49 - 64 Forester Public
27 "Wayne Warner" M 35 - 48 Forester Public
28 "Dennis Bard" M 49 - 64 Forester Public
29 "Brady Farber" M 49 - 64 Forester Public
30 "Randy Thomas" M 35 - 48 Landscape architect Public
31 "Jack Sawyer" M 49 - 64 Planner Public
32 "Barb Lambert" F 49 - 64 Planner Public  

Table 2. Sample of natural resource professionals 
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redundant (Lincoln and Guba 1985).  I maintain the confidentiality of the informants 

through the use of pseudonyms.  

Informant-advisors 

I asked two owners and four natural resource professionals (two private 

conservationists and two public agents) to advise me on my research.  According to 

Themba and Minkler (2003) and Patton (1997), involvement by target groups or 

informants also improves the quality of the results, particularly policy 

recommendations. I consulted these advisors at the several points during my research 

to ensure that I was addressing questions that my informants think are relevant. Before 

beginning my fieldwork, I asked them for their opinions on my research design.  I also 

consulted them on my initial findings.  

Data collection 

The data comprise observations in public settings, private individual and focus 

group interviews, and policy documents.   

Participant observation 

To explore how owners, natural resource agencies and conservation 

organizations frame oak conservation in natural settings, I attended seven 

“Introduction to Conservation and Restoration of Oak Woodland Communities” 

trainings that two members of the OOCWG (an extension forester and an ecologist) 

conducted for oak owners in Benton, Lane, Linn, Clackamas and Multnomah counties. 

I also attended six tours of oak restoration sites. Finally, I attended the one meeting of 
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the Oregon Oak Communities Working Group that occurred since I began my research 

and four meetings of natural resource professionals about oak conservation strategies.  

At the landowner trainings and presentations, I learned about the social context 

in which oak owners respond to policies.  I learned about the views, goals and 

rationales held by owners that respond to capacity-building opportunities.  I became 

familiar with their opinions on policy opportunities and constraints for oak 

conservation.  This information helped me gain a preliminary understanding of how 

owners frame oak conservation.  At the OOCWG meetings I learned about the views, 

goals and rationales that natural resource professionals hold about oak conservation.  I 

also learned about their perspectives on the constraints and opportunities for oak 

conservation. 

The understanding that I gained from these participant observation sessions 

informed the design of the individual and focus group interviews in two ways.  

Observing their statements and conservations allowed me to identify the terminology 

my informants use so that I could design my interview questions in ways that make 

sense to them (Patton 1990).  It also allowed me to become familiar with their 

perceptions and experiences in a naturalistic research setting (Patton 1990).  This 

helped me understand complexities in their views that I could probe in the more 

structured settings of the interviews.   

Before every meeting, tour or event, I provided the organizers information 

about my research and my plans for recording information at the meeting and using 

the information in my analysis.  I stated that if my observations are made part of my 
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final report, no information will be used that could potentially link specific comments 

to specific participants.   

Figure 3 presents my participant observation protocol. I documented my 

observations by taking detailed field notes on notepaper. I tried to achieve “thick 

description” (Geertz 2001) in my field notes by recording physical descriptions of the 

venues, the owners and the presenters, quotes from their statements and questions, as 

well as my interpretations of the multiple levels of meaning in their statements and 

questions.  I also paid special attention to their use symbols and metaphors in order to 

understand their framing processes.  I transcribed portions of the conservations 

verbatim to the extent that I felt they would complement my other data in my analysis.  

I maintained the confidentiality of my informants by using pseudonyms in my 

dissertation and any manuscripts.   

 

1. Inform organizers of my presence and my research objectives 
2. Record observations by hand in field notebook 

a. Record descriptive information about people and places 
b. Summarize statements, questions and conversations 
c. Record important quotes verbatim 
d. Identify knowledge, beliefs and values conveyed in narratives 
e. Identify symbols and metaphors conveyed in narratives 

3. Record my initial characterization of frames 

Figure 3. Participant observation protocol 

 

Secondary data 

The collection of secondary data is an important element of triangulation in 

case study research (Yin 2003).  I collected several forms of secondary data in this 

research.  In order to understand the socio-economic context in which owners make 
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decisions, I collected policy and market data relating to oak and other hardwoods.  

Information about natural resource, land use and tax policies, both past and present, 

helped me understand the regulatory roots of owners’ treatment of oak.  I collected 

this information from archival sources where available and personal communication 

with expert informants in public and private sectors.  Secondary data helped me 

understand some of the structural influences on people’s values for oak in the 

Willamette Valley.  They allowed me to account for variables in the socio-economic 

context of owners’ management decisions and helped me focus more strategically on 

social and cultural variables.   

Individual interviews 

I used qualitative individual interviews to explore informants’ relationships 

with oak. Through the interviews with owners, I aimed to understand owners’ 

knowledge, beliefs and values about oak, the socio-economic context in which they 

make management decisions, and their motivations to manage for oak.  When I first 

recruited the interview participants over the phone, I told them that I was studying 

owners’ land management practices and views on natural resource policies in the oak 

woodland and savanna areas of the Willamette Valley.  I asked them if they were 

willing to participate in a recorded interview that will last 2 to 3 hours, take place on 

their property, and involve a tour of their oak stands.  I also explained that their 

information and responses would be confidential and unrecognizable in any document 

that results from the research.  When I arranged to meet the owners on their properties, 
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I asked for exact coordinates and tax lot information for their parcels so I could obtain 

aerial photos of their properties to bring to the interviews. 

Before each interview, I reviewed the research and the informed consent 

process with the owners.  I informed them that they did not need to answer a question 

if they did not want to, asked if they had any questions about the research, and then 

allowed them to peruse and sign the informed consent document (Figure 4).  Then, I 

confirmed that they were comfortable being recorded.   

The interview schedule for the owners (Figure 5) addressed the following 

categories of information in the order recommended by Patton (1990) and Krueger and 

Casey (2000): experiences, opinions and values, feelings, knowledge and beliefs, and 

demographic information.  With as few prompts as possible, I began each interview by 

encouraging the interviewees to describe their forests and management approaches.  

Throughout the interviews, I employed, as much as possible, the forest owners’ own 

terms.  I then asked the owners about their general opinions on oak, its value, and its 

role in their management approaches.  I tried to understand the values they hold for 

oak (e.g. firewood, aesthetic beauty, link to history, wildlife habitat, wood products) 

and how they felt influenced by the values held by their neighbors and society in 

general.   

Then, I asked the owners to point out areas of special significance on aerial 

photos that I printed out of their properties from the USGS TerraServer. I asked them 

to show me actual sites on their properties that exemplified important elements about 

their views on oak and approaches to management.  Standing at the oak sites, I 
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Figure 4. Informed consent form
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1) Review goals of research 
2) Explain informed consent process and complete form 

a) I want to start out by having you give me a general introductory description of your land 
and your management approach (mention that we will use a map in a minute to discuss this 
more detail) 

3) Now I want to discuss your land and your management approach in more detail by looking at 
these aerial photos of your property, one at the current time and one in the past. 
a) Point out and explain areas that you are managing or using in different ways 
b) Point out and explain some of the important features of your land 
c) How does oak fit into your land and management approach? 
d) Explain how your land has changed over the past (whatever time period the owner is 

familiar with) 
e) How do you think these changes have affected oak? 

4) Now I want to talk a little more about oak specifically 
a) Some people would say the best use for oak is firewood, others would say it makes good 

wood for furniture, and still others would say oak’s best use is providing acorns and nests 
for wildlife.  What do you think oak is good for? 

b) When the early settlers came to this area, oak woodland and savanna covered the valley and 
the foothills.  What do you think they thought about oak? 

c) What do you think your neighbors think about oak? 
d) What kinds of values do you think people in general have for oak? 

5) Now I want to see some examples of what we’ve been talking about. Please take me to one site 
that exemplifies oak’s most important role in your land and management approach 
a) How would you describe the conditions of this oak stand? 
b) What about it enables it to play the role that you described? 
c) What do you do to ensure that it serve those functions? 

6) Now, I want to talk about oak in the future tense 
a) In an ideal situation, what would the oak be like here on your property? 
b) If you had a chance, what would you do with your oak? 
c) What are some of the things about reality that make it hard for these things to happen? 
d) For landowners in general, what do you think their responsibility is for oak? 

7) Finally, I want to hear your ideas on what we can do about oak. 
a) Suppose financial assistance was available for oak conservation; how might that influence 

your approach to oak? 
b) Suppose technical assistance was available for oak conservation; how might that influence 

your approach to oak? 
c) Suppose the Forest Practices Act required owners to manage oak in specific ways; how 

would that affect how you think about oak? 
d) Suppose an oak-associated plant or animal were listed as threatened or endangered, how 

would that affect how you think about oak? 
e) Suppose you worked at a public agency, what kind of policy or program would you create 

to influence what people do with oak?  How would it work? 
f) What examples of other programs and policies illustrate your idea? 

8) Is there anything I missed?  Is there anything I should have asked you, but didn’t?  

Figure 5.  Individual interview schedule for owners 
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focused the discussion on owners’ knowledge and beliefs about oak.  I explored their 

knowledge about the ecology, history and current conditions of oak as well as their 

beliefs about their responsibilities for stewardship of oak.  I explored how they related 

their views on oak to social values for different land uses and policies.   

Finally, I tried to understand the owners’ views on policy.  I assessed the 

owners’ perceptions of the barriers and opportunities for oak management, including 

markets, tax policies, other natural resource policies, and the availability of financial 

assistance and technical information.  I tried to judge whether the owners were willing 

to alter their management practices in order to retain oak in their forests or improve 

the quality of their oak stands.  I also asked if they had any ideas about policies that 

may hinder or enable them to manage for oak.  At the end of each interview, I asked 

the owners to provide some basic demographic information. I digitally recorded and 

transcribed the interviews verbatim and maintained the confidentiality of my 

informants by using pseudonyms in my dissertation and manuscripts. 

Through the interviews with natural resource professionals, I aimed to 

understand their knowledge, beliefs and values about oak and their perceptions of 

opportunities and constraints to its conservation. When I first recruited the interview 

participants over the phone, I told them that I was studying the policy environment 

surrounding the conservation of oak woodland and savanna in the Willamette Valley.  

I asked them if they were willing to participate in a recorded interview that will last 

about 2 hours and take place in their office.  I also explained that their information and 
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responses would be confidential and unrecognizable in any document that results from 

the research.   

Before each interview, I reviewed the research and the informed consent 

process.  I informed them that they did not need to answer a question if they did not 

want to, asked if they had any questions about the research, and then allowed them to 

peruse and sign the informed consent document (Figure 4).  Then, I confirmed that 

they were comfortable being recorded.   

The interview schedule for the natural resource professionals (Figure 6) 

addressed the following categories of information in the order recommended by Patton 

(1990) and Krueger and Casey (2000): experiences, opinions and values, feelings, 

knowledge and beliefs, and demographic information.  With as few prompts as 

possible, I began each interview by encouraging the interviewees to describe their 

values about oak, opinions about the status of oak and knowledge of the drivers of 

oak’s decline. I then asked them to describe what they considered the main constraints 

and opportunities for the conservation of oak. Finally, I asked them to describe the 

best policy strategy that they could imagine for oak conservation.  I digitally recorded 

and transcribed interviews verbatim and protected the confidentiality of my informants 

by using pseudonyms in all written documents. 

Focus groups  

The goal of the focus groups was to illuminate the multiple interpretations that 

owners and natural resource professionals have about the value of oak, its status and 
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1) To give you an overview, in this interview I’d like to talk about your perspectives on oak.  I’d 
like to understand your beliefs and values about oak, and perceptions of opportunities and 
constraints for its management and conservation. 

2) Why don’t we start with your background; how did you come to be familiar or interested in 
oak? (Prompt: job, background, home property?) 

3) What about the present; in what capacity do you address oak management or conservation? 
4) Now, I want to make sure I understand what you mean by the term, “oak.”  What’s your 

definition?  What comes to mind when you think of oak (Prompt: individual tree, forest, 
firewood, habitat?) 

5) What is it about oak that is important to you? (Prompt:  values, worth, usefulness, function?) 
6) How you view the current conditions of oak in the W.V. (Prompt: extensive, declining, 

healthy?) 
7) How do you think these conditions have changed over time? 
8) What do you think are the drivers of these changes? 
9) What changes do you foresee in the future for the oak resource? 
10) Some people might wonder why they should care about oak.  How would you respond if 

asked? 
11) What do you think people’s obligations or responsibilities should be for oak? 
12) If you had to identify some goals for oak conditions in the W.V., what would they be? 
13) What is it about these conditions that make them desirable in your mind? 
14) What measures of success would you use to achieve these goals? 
15) What do you think are the challenges to working toward these goals?  
16) What are the opportunities? 
17) How might different groups of people meet these challenges differently? 
18) How do you think current policies inhibit oak management and conservation (Probe: land use, 

zoning, tax, markets, timber sector)? 
19) How do you think current policies further oak management and conservation? 
20) What kinds of programs do you think might be useful for oak management and conservation? 
21) What do you think are the challenges to developing policy for oak management and 

conservation? 
22) How would you compare or contrast your approach to oak management and conservation to 

other people’s approaches (Prompt:  landowners, agencies, timber sector?) 
23) Reflecting on your background and experiences, what do you think influenced you to think 

about things differently? 
24) Suppose you were asked to create a policy or program to influence how people manage or 

conserve oak, what would it be?   
a) How would it work? 
b) What examples of other programs and policies illustrate your idea? 
c) What is it about your idea that may be more effective than other policies or programs? 
d) Who would benefit most from these programs?  Who would benefit least? 

25) Is there anything I missed? Is there anything I should have asked you, but didn’t?

Figure 6.  Individual interview schedule for natural resource professionals 

 

what society should do to address its decline.  The focus groups also provided a forum 

for the stakeholders to deliberate about policy alternatives for oak conservation. 
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I conducted one set of focus groups with three replications with owners. I then 

conducted two focus groups with natural resource professionals, one with private 

conservationists and one with public natural resource agents. I chose to hold the focus 

groups separately with private conservationists and public natural resource agents 

because I was concerned about tensions between participants resulting from legal or 

policy disputes between environmental groups and regulatory agencies. I selected the 

participants from the same frames as the individual interviews. Due to the time and 

travel required for the focus group interviews, the sample was self-selecting to some 

extent. 

The owner focus groups took place at Finely Wildlife Refuge and the natural 

resource professional focus groups took place at Baskett Slough Wildlife Refuge. I 

chose these sites because the meeting spaces were affordable and close to exemplary 

oak woodland and savanna sites. I facilitated the focus groups with guidance from Dr. 

John Bliss and Dr. Denise Lach. 

The focus group design provided the social context that I felt was necessary for 

informants to formulate and articulate their views on oak in more detail than in the 

individual interviews.  The social context provided by focus groups encouraged 

informants to listen to the views of their colleagues and reflect on and refine their own 

views.  The homogenous design of single-informant focus groups allows people with 

similar cultural characteristics and social relations to feel comfortable sharing their 

views, thereby providing more even and valid data for the researcher (Knodel 1993).   
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Each focus group included about six to ten informants. I chose these 

configurations based on recommendations from Krueger and Casey (2000) and Frey 

and Fontana (1993) for group sizes that facilitate comfortable discussion among 

participants and number of replications usually needed for trends to emerge.   

The focus groups lasted five hours and included lunch and two short coffee 

breaks.  The questions for both sets of focus groups were open-ended and followed a 

natural logical sequence running from general to specific.  Based on Krueger and 

Casey’s (2000) recommendation that focus groups address no more than 12 questions 

in the average two-hour interview, I included only six questions in my focus groups, 

one of which was an introductory “ice-breaker” and five of which were substantive.  I 

allowed 10 minutes for discussion of each of the introductory questions and 20 

minutes for discussion of each of the key questions.  I hired a professional court 

reporter to record the focus group interviews and transcribe the discussions verbatim. 

Owner focus groups 

The purpose of the forest owner focus groups was to:  

1) Collect more data on how owners frame oak conservation 
2) Collect more data on owners’ knowledge, beliefs and values for oak and 

the socio-economic context in which they make their management 
decisions.   

3) Identify opportunities and constraints that owners perceive for managing 
specific oak conditions. 

4) Understand the management motivations of owners that may be relevant 
for design of policy tools. 

When I first recruited the focus group participants over the phone, I asked 

them if they were willing to participate in a group interview about management and 

policy for oak.  I explained that the entire interview process would last 5 hours and 
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involve a tour of oak stands as well as a seated discussion.  I also explained that their 

information and responses would be confidential and unrecognizable in any document 

that results from the research.   

Before each interview, I reviewed the research goals and the informed consent 

process.  I made sure the participants knew that they did not need to answer a question 

if they do not want to.  I also asked the participants to hold all the information 

discussed in the interview and the identities of the other participants in confidence.  I 

asked if they had any questions about the research and then allowed them to peruse 

and sign the informed consent document (Figure 4).  Then, I confirmed that they were 

comfortable with being recorded.  I also asked each participant to fill out a simple 

demographic questionnaire about their age, source of income, income level, marital 

status, length of tenure, geographic origin, total acreage owned and number of parcels 

owned. 

The owner focus groups protocol (Figure 7) included a field tour.  After the 

owners gathered at the meeting room and engaged in an introductory discussion, the 

group went on walking tour of oak stands on the premises.  An ecologist led the tour 

explaining the silviculture of the different oak conditions in relation to habitat, other 

ecological functions and wood quality.  The tour stopped at two sites exemplifying the 

range of oak conditions in the Oregon white oak ecotype: an oak woodland and an oak 

savanna stand. I chose to include a tour as part of the owner focus groups to stimulate 

conversation and provide owners with common reference points for discussion of oak 

management and policy goals. Another reason I chose to include the tour is that I  
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conversation in the focus groups and provide the owners with common 

reference points for discussion of oak management and policy goals.  Another reason I 

chose to include the tour is that I thought it would help owners, who may not have 

thought much about oak, converge on terminology and concepts that will come up in 

the focus groups. 

The owners addressed six main topics in the focus groups.  I first asked the owners two questions about their values for oak.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Discussion 1: Owners’ management motivations 
• Take a minute or two to describe yourself, your forest, and your management approach 

(5 min) 
Discussion 2: Owners’ knowledge, values and beliefs about oak 
• What are your views on the values that oak has to you? (5 min) 
• To society? (5 min) 

Tour of oak sites 
• Oak ethno-history, ecology, historic distribution, current status and demographics (10 

min) 
• Compare biology and silviculture of oak stand, woodland and savanna (10 min. x 3 

sites = 30 min) 
Discussion 3: Socio-economic context in which owners form their knowledge, beliefs and 

values and make management decisions about oak 
• Make a list of the most significant constraints and opportunities for oak management 

and conservation based your own experience what have you come to view (5 min) 
• What other constraints and opportunities are there? (10 min) 

Discussion 4: Ways owners frame oak as a conservation problem 
• Describe your reactions to the following statements: 
1. “The remaining oak should be conserved for future generations” (5 min) 
2. “The fate of oak should be left up to the people who own it” (5 min) 
3. “Landowners should be supported in their efforts to manage oak” (5 min) 
4. “Techniques should be developed to make the highest possible use of oak” (5 m) 

Discussion 5: Ways owners frame oak as a policy problem 
• Should society do something to conserve oak? (15 min) 
• If so, what should the goal of oak conservation be? (15 min) 
• Who should be responsible? (15 min) 

Discussion 6: Owners’ preferences for policy tools/conservation strategies 
• Make a list of the kinds of helpful strategies that would be most appropriate for 

landowners like you given your views on oak (5 min) 
• Think of an example of a policy or program that does the following: 

1. Recognizes and respects the knowledge and values that you hold for oak (5 min) 
2. Provides you with the information and skills you need to pursue your interest in 

oak conservation (5 min) 
3. Provides financial or other tangible rewards that you need to make oak 

conservation worthwhile (5 min) 
4. Ensures that oak is conserved in case people are not motivated on their own (5 

min) 
5. Creates an environment in which people can discuss and learn how best to 

approach oak conservation (5 min) 
• If you were in a position to design a policy or program to help landowners conserve 

oak, what would it look like and how would it function? (10 min) 

Figure 7.  Owner focus group protocol
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thought it would help owners converge on terminology and concepts that would come 

up the focus groups.  

The owners address six main discussion topics in the focus groups. First I 

asked them to provide an overview of their land, oak resources and objectives. Then I 

asked them to describe their values for oak. According to Krueger and Casey (2000), 

introductory questions should not emphasize differences between participants or touch 

on sensitive topics; instead, they should focus on how the participants view and 

understand a topic or how they first encountered or experienced it.  By asking these 

questions, I hoped to encourage the owners to discuss what they think are the most 

important uses of oak and functions that oak serves, and what they think should 

happen with the resource.  I also hoped to help them reflect on their opinions on 

broader cultural, economic and ecological values for oak.   

After the tour I focused the discussion on the context in which the owners 

make decisions.  I asked them to discuss the most significant constraints and 

opportunities that had influenced their decisions about the management and 

conservation of their oak resources. I also asked them to express what they thought 

landowners’ goals and objectives should be for oak, the means owners might want to 

use to achieve those goals and objectives, and the role they themselves should play in 

management, conservation or restoration.  These questions prompted the owners to 

discuss in more detail their values for oak and their beliefs about their responsibilities 

for its management or stewardship.  It helped them sort out their values for oak on 

individual and family properties versus their values for oak on the larger landscape.  In 
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the discussion, the owners began to identify some of the barriers they face in 

conserving oak, such as their competing values and management interests, as well as 

structural impediments such as financial and technical limitations.   

In the final three discussions I asked the owners to think about the role of 

policy in oak conservation. I asked them to discuss the role society should play in 

conserving oak, their opinions about different policy strategies and their ideas for the 

most workable policy options. According to Themba and Minkler (2003), engaging 

target groups directly in the formulation of policies and policy tools yields the most 

workable alternatives.  These questions encouraged the owners to explain their initial 

preferences for different oak conditions and policy tools.  In choosing policies with 

different tools, they had to identify their capacities and limitations and think about 

ways for policy to help them.  The question also helped them articulate how their 

capacities and limitations might vary according to their oak management goals.  The 

owners’ answers revealed their questions, uncertainties and trepidations about policy.  

Before closing, I summarized the original objectives of the group and asked the 

participants whether they thought we accomplished them. 

Natural resource professional focus groups 

The purpose of the focus groups with natural resource professionals was to: 

1) Collect more data on how natural resource professionals frame oak 
conservation 

2) Identify opportunities and constraints that natural resource professionals 
perceive for oak conservation 

3) Develop their ideas for workable policies for conserving oak, and 
4) Seek feedback on my findings about the owners’ views on oak 

conservation and ideas for policy 
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When I first recruited the focus group participants over the phone, I asked 

them if they were willing to participate in a two-hour group interview about 

management and policy for oak.  I also explained that their information and responses 

would be confidential and unrecognizable in any document that results from the 

research.   

Before each interview, I reviewed the research goals and the informed consent 

process.  I made sure the participants knew that they do not need to answer a question 

if they do not want to.  I asked if they had any questions about the research and then 

allowed them to peruse and sign the informed consent document (Figure 4).  Then, I 

confirmed that they were comfortable with being recorded. 

The natural resource professionals addressed six main topics (Figure 8).  

Similar to the owner focus groups, I began with general, non-controversial topics. 

First, I asked them to describe their relationships to oak and oak conservation in their 

personal and professional lives. Then I asked them to articulate their views on the 

status of the oak resource and describe what their organizations are doing to address it. 

In the next two discussions I asked them to identify the main constraints and 

opportunities for oak conservation. After lunch I presented the results of my individual 

and focus group interviews with landowners, particularly their views of policy 

constraints and opportunities, and asked for their feedback. Finally, I asked for their 

opinions about what policy strategies would be most effective for oak taking into 

account the owners’ views. 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
Figure 8. Nature resource professional focus group protocol 

Discussion 1: Introductions (2 min each) 
• Your current work as it relates to oak 
• Your background. What got you interested? 
• What your organization/agency is doing to address the decline of oak 
• Views on oak 

Discussion 2: Challenges for oak conservation (2 min each) 
• What are your views on the current conditions of the oak resource? 
• What are your views on the drivers of oak’s decline? 
• What are the most significant barriers (including policy) to oak conservation? 

Discussion 3: Opportunities for oak conservation (2 min each) 
• What should the goal of oak conservation be? 
• What specific conditions are desirable and why? 
• What measures of success would you use to evaluate your success? 
• What strategy should be used to achieve these goals? 

Discussion 4: Summary of findings from landowner interviews (20 min) 
• Landowner characteristics 
• Perceptions of opportunities and constraints for oak conservation 
• Attitudes toward different conservation strategies 
• Ideas for policy options 

Discussion 5: Ways to make landowners ideas workable 
• Which aspects of landowners’ concerns and ideas are not workable and why? 
• Which are workable and why? 

Discussion 6: What specific strategies should we use to conserve oak? 
a) If you were to design a policy or program to help landowners conserve oak, what 

would it look like and how would it function? (2 min/person = 15) 
b) Discuss potential policies and programs in terms of the following (15 min): 

• Providing recognition for those who conserve oak? 
• Providing information and skills for oak conservation? 
• Financial incentives?  Other tangible rewards? 
• What about landowners who aren’t motivated to conserve oak? 
• Ways for people to collectively understand and learn about options for oak 

conservation? 
c) What other policies or conditions must change to make your strategy work? 

Reflections and general thoughts 
Closing 

 
Data analysis 

I analyzed the data using a qualitative approach. I followed the steps used in 

grounded theory (Strauss 1987). I also used the interpretive policy analysis techniques 

of narrative analysis and frame analysis (Yannow 2000, Schön and Rein 1994).  To 

aid the analysis, I used the coding and theme-building software Atlas-Ti.  Atlas-Ti 
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helps with organizing and subdividing data into meaningful segments using 

substantive and organizational codes (Knodel 1993).  It allows the researcher to tag 

phrases and ideas in field notes, texts and transcripts with codes and then link the 

codes via interpretive memos, themes and broader networks of themes (Weitzman 

2000).   

To start the analysis, I entered the text of the participant observation field notes 

and interview transcripts into Atlas-Ti.  In my first review of the text, I coded the data 

line-by-line with “open codes.”  Line-by-line coding process allows for building 

themes inductively (Charmaz 2001).  Open-coding produces provisional concepts that 

open up the inquiry (Strauss 1987).  Next, I perused the transcripts a second time using 

axial coding to refine and relate my codes to each other via memos.  Axial coding 

connects categories and subcategories, revealing relationships in the data that can be 

used to build or test theory (Charmaz 2001).  Memoing elaborates on processes, 

assumptions and actions associated with codes, defining relationships, setting courses 

for analysis, and refining categories.  After studying the transcripts a third time, I 

linked the open and axial codes into families of codes that I felt had explanatory power 

and further developed the memos into the first drafts of my results sections. 

I began interpreting the data by developing an overview grid of codes in a table 

to display relationships between codes (Knodel 1993).  Charmaz (2003) calls this a 

conditional matrix, an analytic diagram that maps a range of conditions and 

consequences related to a phenomenon or category.  This table evolved into Figure 10, 

which I will introduce in Chapter 5. Following the technique of theoretical sampling, I 
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refined categories and developed them as theoretical constructs by revisiting the 

embedded-cases (Charmaz 2003). In addition to inferring information about the 

informants’ frames from my data from the participant observation, secondary sources, 

and individual interviews, I used group interviews to improve my understanding of 

their frames. 

To enrich my analysis, I compared my findings about the owners’ relationships 

with oak and socio-economic contexts with the secondary data I collected about 

markets and natural resource policies.  I did not conduct any specialized economic or 

ecological analysis of the secondary data.  The purpose of this data was to help me 

understand the broad policy environment of oak conservation on family forests, and to 

help me develop specific theories about how my informants frame oak conservation. 

Evaluation 

To evaluate the quality of my research, I subjected the results to the tests 

recommended by Yin (2003):  Construct validity, external validity, reliability and 

internal validity.  To provide supporting evidence for construct validity, the research 

should establish correct operational measures for concepts being studied, provide a 

chain of evidence, use multiple sources of evidence and have key informants review 

draft of case study report.  I established the operational measures of the key concepts 

in the study by explaining relevant theories and bodies of literature in chapter two. I 

provided a chain of evidence by referring to quotes, codes, memos and conditional 

matrices in my analysis.  I used data from four different sources: participant 

observation, secondary data, individual interviews and focus group interviews. Lastly, 
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I plan to have my informant advisors provide feedback on my findings after my 

committee has approved the dissertation. 

External validity refers to the ability of the researcher to establish a domain to 

which a study’s findings can be generalized.  Qualitative researchers believe that 

relating the findings of a study to broader theories is one way to generalize.  Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) reject the traditional notion of generalizability.  Instead, they suggest 

that the extent to which micro-level theories can be transferred and applied to other 

cases should indicate the external validity of a study.  Certain research designs lend 

themselves to generalizing.  Using “thick description” in a study (Geertz 1973) 

provides the information necessary for other researchers to determine the extent to 

which the context of that study is relevant to their own.  I related the findings from this 

study to the broader literature in every results chapter or manuscript. 

The test for reliability is demonstrating that the operations of a study can be 

repeated with the same results.  In case study research, where the context is crucial to 

the understanding of phenomena, designs cannot be easily replicated.  However, Yin 

(2003) argues that a study can establish reliability by adhering to a case study 

protocol.  In this study, I followed interview schedules which could be applied to other 

samples after slight modification.   

While internal validity is an important criterion for evaluation, it is most 

relevant to explanatory research, where the goal is to establish causal relationships 

between certain conditions.  I bolstered my results by developing logic models, a 

common technique for establishing internal validity.  These logic models evolved into 
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Figures 10 – 13, which I will introduce in Chapter 6. “Confirmability” is another way 

to evaluate the internal validity of a study (Lincoln and Guba 1985); if the study can 

stand up to critical questioning by researchers not associated with the study, also 

called “member checking,” it has internal reliability.  I enhanced the accuracy of 

internal analysis by having the fellow students who were not involved in the research 

cross-check the data (Knodel 1993).   

Finally, I judged the quality of my research using criteria from grounded 

theory (Glaser 1978, 1992).  I evaluated the findings by the extent to which they:  

Describe, in detail, the policy environment surrounding oak conservation on family 

forests; categorize the ways that the different groups frame oak conservation; account 

for variation in the frames through cogent theoretical reasoning; explain the oak 

conservation policy environment from the perspective of the policy actors within it; 

and provide a useful conceptual rendering of the findings in a way that addresses 

actual problems and processes in the environment. 
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4. MANUSCRIPT ONE. STEWARDSHIP AND SELF-DETERMINATION: 
FAMILY FOREST OWNERS AND CONSERVATION OF OREGON WHITE OAK 

Introduction 

This research explores conservation policy for private lands in a case study 

about the Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana) habitat type on family forests in 

Oregon, USA. The goal is to understand family forest owners’ relationships with oak 

in Oregon’s Willamette Valley and to apply this understanding to policy design. Using 

qualitative ethnographic methods and building upon social constructionism, this 

research investigates family forest owners’ knowledge, beliefs and values about oak 

and the socio-economic content in which they make their management decisions. The 

research also explores the utility of the behavioral motivations framework proposed by 

Schneider and Ingram (Schneider and Ingram 1990). By illuminating owners’ 

motivations and constraints, this research identifies ways for policymakers to reach 

out to a target group with empathy. 

Background 

In the United States, many of the thorniest natural resource conflicts occur on 

private lands. This is especially true in the Willamette Valley of Western Oregon, 

where 96% of the land area and four out of five threatened habitat types are privately 

owned (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998). The valley’s hallmark habitat type, 

Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana), is arguably the most vulnerable.  

Over two hundred species, forty-five of which are at-risk, are associated with 

Oregon white oak in Oregon, making it one of the most biologically diverse habitat 

types in the state (Thysell and Carey 2001, Hagar and Stern 2001, Staniford 2002). 
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This research refers to the range of conditions of Oregon white oak habitat type in the 

foothills and valleys of the Willamette Basin—from savannas of open-grown oaks to 

woodlands to oak thickets—as “oak habitat” or “oak.” Due to its location in prime 

areas for expansion of urban development, vineyards and tree plantations, and the 

elimination of the periodic fires to which it is adapted, the quantity and quality of oak 

habitat is in decline. While estimates vary, a commonly cited figure is that more than 

90% of the original oak habitat in Oregon has been lost and only 61,580 to 172,192 

acres remain (Atterbury Consultants Inc. 1992, Klock et al. 1998, ODF&W 

2006).Oak’s dependence on frequent disturbance makes conservation labor-intensive 

and costly. Stands must be regularly cleared of invasive vegetation, thinned to release 

oaks, and planted with native grasses and forbs (Vesely and Tucker 2004). 

Much of the remaining oak is found on family forest lands. More than 263,000 

acres of family forestland support oak habitat in the Willamette Valley (Atterbury 

Consultants Inc. 1992). Family forest owners typically are knowledgeable about 

ecological systems and hold ecological objectives among their multiple management 

goals (Brunson et al. 1996; Johnson et al. 1999 Jones et al. 1995). Many are also 

skilled in active management practices necessary for conserving dynamic ecosystems 

such as oak. For these reasons, family forest owners are essential to any oak 

conservation strategy in the region. However, their ability and propensity to conserve 

oak is conditioned by their limited ecological knowledge and competing economic 

objectives for their land (Fischer and Bliss 2006). 
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The success of any policy effort depends on the extent to which it embodies 

the values and perspectives of its target group (Schneider and Ingram 1990, 1993). 

Blumer (1937) theorizes that people act towards things based on the meanings for they 

have for them, which Rokeach (1973) argues are based on their beliefs and values. 

Similarly, people’s interpretations of policy problems affect the ways that they 

understand and respond to specific policies (Schneider and Ingram 1993, Dryzek 

1990). Schneider and Ingram (1990) argue that policy not only uses people’s 

motivations as “handles” for influencing their behavior; it also determines people’s 

willingness to act by shaping how they frame policy issues and their own 

responsibilities. They offer a framework for analyzing policy by the validity of 

policies’ inherent assumptions about target groups’ behavioral motivations. The 

framework categorizes policy utilizing 5 tools and assumptions: authority tools 

assume people are motivated to obey laws; incentive tools assume individuals are 

utility maximizers and will make choices that will lead to tangible payoffs if they have 

adequate information, decision-making skill and opportunity; capacity tools assume 

people lack necessary information, skills or other resources to make decisions; 

symbolic and hortatory tools assume people are motivated by beliefs and that can be 

manipulated; and learning tools assume people are uncertain about the nature of a 

problem and its solution, but can learn to select appropriate tools. 

Such an approach requires policymakers to go beyond the technocratic model 

of decision making (Holling 1995, Fischer 2000). More scientific information and 

expert advice alone do not resolve complex problems, especially in contexts like 

 



 
 
 

105 
 

family forestry where owners have diverse and emotional ties to their lands. Also, 

because ecosystems defy property boundaries, conservation cannot take place on a 

parcel by parcel basis (Landres et al. 1998). What is needed is a cooperative model 

built on communication, mutual understanding and trust between stakeholders, and an 

atmosphere in which all members can contribute their expertise (Fischer 2000, Yaffee 

2000).   

This research contributes to such a cooperative policy model by providing 

ethnographic information about family forest owners’ perspectives on oak habitat. 

Ethnographic information about policy target groups can help policymakers to reach 

out to them with empathy and design tools that harness their motivations (Schneider 

and Ingram 1990). Ethnographic information can also help other stakeholders better 

understand the motivations and constraints that underlie the behavior of target groups. 

This research also illuminates roles for social constructionism in policy design by 

exploring the utility of ethnographic research in policy analysis. While previous 

studies have examined the ways stakeholders construct context and processes in which 

people assign, negotiate and interpret the meanings of natural resource controversies 

and policy debates (Cronon 1995, Peterson 1997, Scarce 2000, Takacs 1996), they 

have not applied constructionism to the analysis and design of specific policies.  

Methods 

The research discussed in this paper draws from ethnography and policy 

studies. Eighteen in depth individual interviews and three focus group interviews 

comprised the primary methods of data collection. In the tradition of case study 
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research, participant observation and analysis of secondary materials were used for 

triangulation. Facilitating policy deliberations as part of the focus groups and seeking 

feedback from an advisory committee of stakeholders brought a participatory element 

into the research. A qualitative protocol of coding, memo-writing and theory-building 

was used to analyze the data.  

Informants comprised a purposive sample of landowners in the Willamette 

Valley. The Willamette Valley was chosen because it is the primary location of the 

Oregon white oak habitat type in Oregon. I identified the sample frame by collecting 

lists of owners of diverse parcel sizes, oak habitats and conservation attitudes from 

Oregon State University Forestry Extension offices, Soil and Water Conservation 

Districts, state and federal natural resource agencies, land trusts and watershed 

councils. From a frame of 80 owners, I interviewed a total of 36 owners (Table 1). I 

interviewed 18 of the owners individually and 18 in focus groups. I determined the 

final size of the sample through theoretical saturation, the technique of capping sample 

size when the collection of additional units of data yields proportionally smaller units 

of findings (Strauss 1987). I use pseudonyms to maintain informants’ confidentiality.  

Results 

Schneider and Ingram’s (1990) framework provides a useful way to organize 

and interpret my findings. Here I present my findings about three aspects of owners’ 

knowledge, beliefs and values and socio-economic contexts that may influence their 

motivations to conserve oak and responses to policy tools.  Then I use Schneider and 
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Ingram’s framework to analyze the kinds of policy tools that would be appropriate for 

owners given these motivations.  Finally, I suggest some policy options. 

Figure 9 depicts a conceptual model of this analysis. At the center of the figure in 

circles are my three findings. First, I found that owners perceive themselves to be 

stewards of an ecological and cultural legacy. This perception embodies several 

beliefs and values which provide fertile ground for symbolic and learning tools. 

Second, owners seem to be driven by a sense of moral duty that they couch in the 

traditional utilitarian terminology of tangible rewards. This highlights roles for both 

capacity and incentive tools. Third, owners value autonomy and self-determination. 

This limits the utility of the prescriptive policies that are typical of authority tools, yet 

creates opportunities for learning approaches. In the figure, the boxes with arrows 

represent the policy tools that are most appropriate for harnessing these values based 

on the logic discussed by Schneider and Ingram (1990). Finally, the outlying boxes 

contain examples of policies that use these tools. 

Self-perception as stewards of ecological and cultural legacy: Implications 

for symbolic, capacity and learning tools 

While it is well documented in the literature that family forest owners manage 

for multiple objectives, this research reveals how deeply intertwined the concept of 

cultural and ecological legacy is in their views on stewardship. When asked to 

describe how they value oak, the owners mentioned wildlife habitat, family history 

and historical legacy as often as aesthetics and more than any other value. Owners’ 

stewardship values provide an opportunity for policies that employ symbolic tools,  
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Figure 9. Conceptual model of prevailing motivations and corresponding policy tools. 
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which assume people are motivated by beliefs and values that can be manipulated 

(Schneider and Ingram 1990). Their interest in oak indicates that capacity tools may 

be worthy of consideration; such tools assume that people lack information, skills and 

resources, but would welcome assistance if available (Schneider and Ingram 1990). 

Their awareness of oak’s uniqueness and some of the constraints to its conservation 

suggests that while they may not know how to stem oak’s decline, they may be able to 

help generate solutions, indicating an opportunity for learning tools. Unlike capacity-

building tools, learning tools assume people are uncertain about the nature of a 

problem and its solution, but may be able to select appropriate tools through learning 

and cooperative experiences (Schneider and Ingram 1990). 

When asked about his land management goals, Bill Waltmann, an owner of 

650 acres of rocky, southwest facing oak woodland in the Cascade Mountain foothills, 

said he wants to rid his woodland of invasive pear and blackberry to achieve the open 

conditions that his ancestors encountered when they homesteaded the property. He 

explained, 

I’d like to restore it to the 1850’s type where there was a lot of oak 
savanna…[when] my poor great-great grandparents…walked out here 
from Illinois…with a couple wagons… 

Similarly, Rosemary Dow, a widow in her early seventies, wants to maintain 

the open savanna conditions that her family experienced on the property to provide a 

historical connection and sense of place for future generations. To do so, she leases 

her 300 acres of land for cattle grazing to keep the brush down. She also works with 

neighbors to pick up branches and other debris to prevent invasive species from 
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encroaching on the grassy understory. When asked why she wants her land to be 

maintained as an oak savanna in perpetuity, she said, 

It’s been like this in the family for a long time, and all the relatives that 
grew up here before me come back and visit and talk about when we 
did this and that…and what they’re doing now.  It’s an ongoing family 
thing. 

Not only do the owners want to protect the legacy of the past, but they want to 

leave a legacy for the future. Bill and Bonnie Dowd said they are preserving conifer 

wolf trees and a few acres of oak within their 145-acre timber property because they 

decided, “OK, we’ve got enough timber for us and the kids so let’s dedicate some to 

nature. We want something for the grandkids so they can say ‘these are our old 

growth.’” 

Many owners have only recently become aware of oak. For example, it was by 

receiving a landowner guide from the Bureau of Land Management a month before 

our interview that Bill Waltmann learned that open grassland scattered with oaks had a 

name other than “wasteland.” However, its rarity and endangerment seem to be 

justification enough for making conservation a priority. Bob Jones, an architect from 

California who built a home with his wife on 120 acres of oak savanna and mixed 

woodland, told this story, 

I had a client in town here that just decimated a stand of oaks…I’m not 
a tree hugger by any means, but I always like trees where they should 
be…That’s when I first became aware of white oaks, and that they were 
somewhat of an endangered tree…It’s just a shame to cut them down. 

Douglas-fir management also has a place in owners’ values for stewarding 

ecological and cultural legacies, sometimes to the detriment of oak. In addition to 
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being the region’s dominant tree species and the cornerstone of the timber industry, it 

symbolizes the importance of the forestry sector and pioneer efforts to make land 

productive in Pacific Northwest history. Even on marginal land, owners often 

prioritize Douglas-fir production at the expense of oaks. For example, Bill Dowd used 

to value Douglas-fir so much that he never noticed oak on his property. 

Quite honestly, I never knew the oak were there…When I walked in 
that area, the only thing I was looking at was Douglas-fir…After we 
logged, I was honestly amazed at how much oak we really had…I 
never saw it…I filtered it out. 

Henry Sanders and Diane Dietrich, both of whom manage hundreds of forested 

acres for a living, are critical of industrial forestry for influencing the mindset of small 

woodland owners in favor of conifer plantations over other species and management 

approaches. Sanders said he faces opposition to his oak management efforts from 

fellow small woodland owners. He explained, 

Industrial forestry has a big sway in Oregon, and it’s in their interest to 
have the public believe that the only way to do things is the way  
[they’re] doing it. To show that you can manage a forest in something 
other than a clear-cut regime…It would pressure…other people to do it. 

While many owners acknowledge that they have an affinity for Douglas-fir, 

they also say that the forestry profession hasn’t offered alternatives for species or 

conditions. For example, Bill and Bonnie Dowd described how consulting foresters 

influenced their view of oak as an undesirable species when they first started 

managing their property, 

We were told by one private consulting forester ‘Get them out of 
here!’…He cut…some four-foot-diameter oak trees…[Foresters would] 
tell you how to girdle those oaks and spray them with chemicals…and 
get rid of them so that they don’t mess up …[the] Douglas-fir. 
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The centrality of Douglas-fir in owners’ notions about good management in 

some cases makes it hard for them to manage for the oak. Fritz Quinn is a retired 

forester who owns 235 acres, on 40 of which oak is interspersed with Douglas-fir. He 

described how hard it has been to thin Douglas-fir to release oak. 

We [restored] five of the most obvious acres. We kept looking into the 
fir stand, and there were still a few oaks…[My wife] said ‘Enough is 
enough! We’ve done our duty.’ Because to maintain that oak 
woodland, I have to go in there and pull fir seedlings. 

Understanding owners’ values for oak reveals opportunities for policy design. 

Symbolic tools such as recognition, certification and branding can make oak 

conservation attractive by linking it to owners’ values for stewardship of ecological 

and cultural legacies (Figure 9). At the same time, policy makers must realize that oak 

competes with Douglas-fir in owners’ ideals for stewardship. In the past, land grant 

university extension foresters, agency service foresters and family forest interest 

groups have promoted Douglas-fir plantation management through their programs 

(Sampson and DeCoster 1997, Best and Wayburn 2001), sometimes at the expense of 

native biodiversity (Fischer and Bliss 2006). Capacity tools such as technical and 

financial assistance can enable owners to manage for oak in stands once valued for 

Douglas-fir (Figure 9). Learning tools such as voluntary, cooperation with other 

stakeholder groups can provide opportunities for owners to channel their stewardship 

values and awareness of oak’s fragility to address some of the constraints they 

recognize are interfering with their conservation potential (Figure 9). 
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Tension between utilitarian and intrinsic environmental values: 

Implications for capacity and incentive tools 

Environmental values among the general public are evolving away from a 

utilitarian focus toward a more biocentric or intrinsic focus (Manfredo et al. 2003). 

The value systems of family forest owners are likely following this same trend (Jones 

et al. 1995). While it is well documented that owners manage for multiple amenity 

objectives, they still may use utilitarian language and rationales when explaining 

management decisions. This tension in value systems may impose an extra burden on 

owners’ decision processes for oak. At the same time that landowners want to 

conserve oak for altruistic reasons, they also want clear rationales for doing the work, 

specifically information and financial justification. Their desire for information 

suggests again that capacity-building policies may be worthy of consideration. Their 

financial concerns indicate a need for policymakers to explore incentives. Incentive 

tools assume that individuals are “utility maximizers” and will make choices that will 

lead them to tangible payoffs if they have adequate information, decision-making skill 

and opportunity (Schneider and Ingram 1990). 

One of the most common needs that landowners identify is more research. 

Landowners say they need reliable and specific information about why it is important 

to conserve oak, what treatments they should conduct in their oak stands, and how the 

treatments will achieve conservation results. Sandy Carpenter owns 90 acres of land, 

15 of which are oak, as a residence and for recreation. She finds it difficult to make 
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conservation decisions such as thinning Douglas-fir from oak when she cannot justify 

them in terms of utility.  

On the one hand, those Douglas-fir aren’t worth enough… to pay for 
the removal of them; on the other hand, I have a really hard time 
cutting down a big fir because I like trees...and I know it has some 
value…I need to know that…it’s really the right thing to do. 

The high cost of oak restoration makes the utilitarian rationale all the more 

remote. Thinning and removing invasive brush and trees from oak stands can cost up 

to $2000 and take up to 29 hours per acre (Yamhill County Soil and Water 

Conservation District 2006). In addition, the opportunity costs of conserving oak 

instead of growing timber or agricultural crops can be overwhelming. Finally, the 

habitat created through conservation may attract endangered species, inviting further 

restrictions and opportunity costs on land uses. Many owners poke fun at themselves 

as being “crazy to do oak conservation.” Four of the most conservation-minded 

owners interviewed recognize inherent risks and losses in oak conservation. Two of 

these landowners are so frustrated at not being able to reconcile their love for oak with 

their need for security that they have abandoned their conservation efforts. 

Nancy Young purchased her 500 acres of land, 300 acres of which are oak 

woodland and savanna, with the intent of developing residential home sites. She hopes 

it will one day be annexed into the urban growth boundary, increasing its value. After 

living on the property for several years she became aware of oak and its ecological 

importance. 

We own the land for economic reasons, but in my heart of hearts, I 
would rather see it not developed and valued for what it is: oak 
savanna…I’m really torn about this because I’m very politically liberal; 
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I’ve just fallen into this situation where my economic interests are 
directly opposed to what I believe. 

Like Nancy Young, other owners view conservation in utilitarian terms. They 

refer to habitat as a social good worthy of compensation just like timber. For example 

Lance Norton justified restoring a dozen acres of oak in his 460-acre timber property 

as producing public benefits for which he is compensated, albeit poorly.  

When I received the money from Fish and Wildlife Service, I looked at 
it in that regard, as compensation. I didn’t get anywhere close to the 
maximum amount, but it was a pretty substantial amount of money they 
were prepared to pay people for set-asides and restoration work. 

While numerous owners see opportunity in markets for environmental 

services, they also realize that being compensated for these services may bring along 

more accountability requirements and public scrutiny. Mary Harten manages her 160 

acres for timber production as well as habitat and recreation. While she thinks 

compensation would be an incentive for owners to conserve oak for the public good, 

she also acknowledges that the public may be skeptical about paying for 

conservation’s private benefits, such as aesthetics and recreation enjoyed by the 

landowner.  

I think that’s an issue that needs to be grappled with…There isn’t any 
clear line that can really separate public good from private good. But 
there needs to be some way of helping the public understand and feel 
comfortable with the use of their money on someone else’s land.. 

Some owners feel that commodification of environmental services may make 

conservation more fair. These owners are concerned that regulation has eroded private 

property rights and inflated society’s expectations of working lands. The public is 

expecting an increasing array of services from private lands for free, including water 
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quality, habitat, farm and forest products, and scenic beauty. Lacey Bidwell, whose 

family owns more than 3000 acres of timberland, thinks that conservation expectations 

need to be harmonized across ownership types before more owners will be willing to 

protect oak or other habitats. She feels that it is unfair to impose the burden of 

conservation on any one group because conservation is not an exact science and 

management prescriptions are constantly evolving. 

If society thinks it's that important, then everybody else has to pony up, 
not just the landowner… Because I’m not smart enough to know how 
many owls we need or how many oaks we need or how many squirrels 
we need. But I'm going to be a lot more agreeable if everybody else is 
pitching in. 

Many of the landowners perceive that environmentalists hold a value system 

that separates humans from nature, and view those values at the core of conservation 

conflicts. As the people that are the most familiar and practiced with management of 

their land, and the ones that are present and willing to do the work, owners see 

themselves as assets in conservation. Many see a fundamental compatibility between 

oak conservation and human uses. Nancy Young proposes planned unit development 

as conservation strategy for oak on the urban fringe. 

We all agree that oaks require perpetual maintenance and somebody 
has to pour money into these things. It's a great marriage to have people 
living on the property that care deeply about it and are connected to it 
and are putting money into it. 

Several of the landowners propose modifying Oregon’s land use system to 

allow more residential and business uses of exclusive agriculture and forestry-zoned 

lands where oak is present. For example, Sandy Carpenter thinks that developing 

spiritual or educational retreat centers would generate enough income for landowners 
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to justify not working their oak lands. At the same time, it would give the public an 

opportunity to appreciate oak. 

To me there’s an opportunity to relax [restrictions on uses of oak land] 
a bit for landowners that are using it in another way that has public 
benefits and can be an economic factor as well and just you know, 
private benefits too. 

While landowners’ appreciation for oak as an ecological and cultural legacy 

reflects values that are at once biocentric and anthropocentric, they frame oak 

conservation in utilitarian terms. They justify oak conservation in terms of production, 

see a role for compensation in conservation strategies, and believe that oak 

conservation can be consistent with human uses. Policy efforts should recognize the 

intrinsic value that owners place on oak at the same time that they serve owners’ need 

for practical management rationales, compensation and human compatibility. To do 

this, capacity-building programs can provide landowners with the scientific 

information and technical training they need to justify their conservation efforts as 

productive and worthwhile (Figure 9). Incentives can provide landowners with the 

income they need to justify foregoing other uses (Figure 9). Reforming land and 

resource use rules can help create incentives by allowing owners more opportunity to 

manage and garner value for oak through small scale industries and alternative land 

use scenarios. 

Autonomy and self-determination: Implications for authority and 

learning tools 

At the same time that many of the owners see themselves as stewards of the 

oak resource and want public support for their efforts, they value autonomy and self-
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determination in land use decisions above all else. Even the most conservation-minded 

landowners enter into programs and policy relationships with trepidation. While 

owners would like to see changes in regulations permit oak as a legitimate resource 

use and allow more flexibility in land uses, they do not want to be constrained by more 

new restrictions. This raises many questions about the appropriateness of authority 

tools such as regulation for oak owners. Authority tools assume people are motivated 

to obey laws and regulations and act when they believe that current law directs or 

permits them (Schneider and Ingram 1990). Owner’s values for autonomy and self-

determination also suggest that it may be more suitable for policymakers to engage 

owners in learning forums about oak conservation rather than impose new 

conservation rules for oak.  

Henry Sanders, an owner of 800 acres of timberland and an active 

environmentalist, has developed his own program for monitoring the effects of his 

land use activities on the environment. He recognizes inherent risks in conservation, 

especially in cooperating with public biologists. He explained, 

If you grow a more complex forest, species are attracted to those 
forests. If you’re doing that…where your neighboring lands are headed 
the opposite direction and becoming less complex, there’s an excellent 
chance you’re going to be put out of business…Build it and 
[endangered species] will come; don’t build it and they won’t come. 

A minority of landowners interviewed had experienced negative repercussions 

from seeking assistance from public agencies with their voluntary conservation efforts. 

Will O’Brian invited fish and wildlife agency personnel onto his 400-acre property to 

explore options for restoration of his 270-acre oak woodland and savanna. During 
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their visit he noted their special interest assisting him with restoring the native prairie 

around his oak stands. Months later he realized he had inadvertently opened the door 

to species regulation; the federal critical habitat listing for the endangered Fender’s 

blue butterfly included the prairie portions of his property. 

Having been on our property and feeling they were invited, they had 
noted that in the report that they had seen the butterfly…I initially 
thought from a conversation with one of them that it was only a few, 
but then the biologist that I talked to the other day tried to tell me there 
were hundreds… 

Most landowners frame fear about species regulation in terms of autonomy and 

self-determination. Helen Rollins works closely with public agencies on wetland and 

oak restoration on her 300-acre property, which she manages as a residence and for 

habitat.  

I think one of landowners’ greatest fears is to have a police mentality 
with the people with whom they’re partnering…We’ve had to say. 
‘Wait! We want to stop and step back here, because we are partners 
with you.’ 

Owners’ conservation efforts collide with other regulations in addition to 

species protections. Oregon’s Forest Practices Rules require minimum regeneration 

timeframes and stocking levels after harvests. Oregon’s land use rules require that 

owners meet similar species and stocking level requirements in order to maintain 

special forest land tax assessments. Owners that clear or thin stands to release oak risk 

violating these regeneration requirements. Norman Peters owns several parcels of land 

as long term real estate investments. He encountered problems with regeneration 

requirements when he removed invasive species from the understory of some of his 

oak stands. 
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[The agency] said, "Oh, yeah. You need to apply for an alternate forest 
practice.” So I did. I spent a long time preparing it. It was denied… 
They thought I was trying to pull a fast one…They have a job to do, to 
save the forestland from abusive practices. 

Mallorie Mitchell attributes fear of species regulation to a core human value of 

autonomy. She said, “It’s an autonomy issue. You ask any three-year old about 

autonomy and they’ll say the same thing. You want to work with them, not for them.” 

Mallorie and her husband, Chris, own 100 acres of pasture, vineyards and oak 

woodlands, some of which has been listed as critical habitat for the Fender’s blue 

butterfly. 

The importance of autonomy and self-determination extends beyond 

landowners’ views on working with the government to all private land management. 

All the owners emphasize a respect for the private interests of other landowners 

regardless of their practices. For example, despite Bob Jones’ disgust with the clearing 

of oaks for houses and vineyards, he does not feel that society has a place in 

influencing individual land use practices. When asked about the role for policy in oak 

conservation, he replied, 

I believe that an individual should have the right to do with his property 
what he wants to do with it, and if that means tear down his oaks, I 
think he has that right. Now, I think we all have to be stewards of our 
own properties…but [not] say that I wish everybody would have kept 
all their oaks. 

The importance of autonomy and self-determination is also apparent in 

owners’ preferences for organizational and learning styles. When asked what the best 

conservation strategy would be for oak, most landowners described education 
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programs by and for landowners. Fritz Quinn explained the concept of grassroots 

landowner networks, 

It's not going to get done unless we're involved, unless landowners 
want to do it. The awareness comes first, and then the knowledge of 
how to do it. If the government came in tomorrow and said you've got 
to conserve every oak woodland in this valley, we'd say “You can't 
make us go out there and pick those fir out.” …But if we show 
[owners] that this is the right thing to do and it's going to make you feel 
good, then we do it. 

Most of the landowners said that they trust and learn best from other 

landowners. Many suggested grassroots landowner-led efforts as the ideal model for 

private lands conservation. Helen Rollins described how landowner-to-landowner 

demonstrations proved to be a powerful tool in educating her own community about 

conservation. 

When we first started our wetland project, we were new to the area, 
from California of all places. These trucks would drive up into our 
driveway, and they'd watch this wetland start to be reconstructed. 
They'd all put their feet on their pickup trucks, looking out there, and 
they'd say “What are you doing, why are you doing it?” And pretty 
soon they liked it, and they realized it wasn't going to cause flooding 
over [the main] road, it was going to hold it back. 

Paul Knopf, an owner of 60 acres, a third of which is mixed oak-conifer forest, 

shared similar sentiments about how demonstrating conservation work to one’s 

community can change their views on conservation as well as their acceptance of 

people who think differently.  

I think in some cases if you…do oak restoration…you're sort of 
ostracized. So it's a matter of educating everybody that it's something 
good to do. Once it gets started it kind of snowballs…It really is 
important getting these things off the ground. 

 



 
 
 

122 
 

Landowners’ strong sense of autonomy and self-determination manifest in 

their fear of losing decision-making ability due to species regulation, their distaste for 

prescriptive policies, their reluctance to enter into relationships with the government, 

and their preferences for grassroots landowner-driven conservation strategies. Policy 

can assuage owners’ fears of rule violations by using authority tools to permit oak as a 

legitimate land use and remove disincentives imposed by species regulations (Figure 

9). For example, rules and regulations can recognize oak as a valuable tree in land and 

resource use laws without penalizing owners that harbor listed species. 

Policy can accommodate owners’ need for autonomy and self-determination 

through learning tools, such as grassroots networks and participatory policy dialogues 

among landowners and with other stakeholder groups (Figure 9). Several owners 

referred to the Willamette Valley Ponderosa Pine Conservation Association as a model 

for private lands conservation. With the help of local Land Grant University Forestry 

Extension programs and timber companies, landowners initiated and carried out this 

effort to reestablish the historic range and genetic diversity of the native Willamette 

Valley variety of Pinus ponderosa for conservation and timber production purposes. 

Discussion 

Many of the owners interviewed see oak as an ecological and cultural legacy 

from a bygone era. They see oak conservation as a moral duty and land as a family 

asset. However, just as biocentric values drive landowners in their conservation 

activities, utilitarian values constrain them. Despite what owners describe as the 

decreasing competitiveness of family forestry in the globalizing wood products sector, 
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many owners still manage for commercial conifer production on at least some portion 

of their lands. These owners appear to be driven by utilitarian rationales.  

Other owners acknowledge that they are not motivated by timber income at all, 

yet they still frame conservation decisions in a utilitarian manner. They talk about 

their management activities in terms of practical formulas to achieve predictable 

outcomes, such as ecological mandates or production of goods and services. These 

owners see themselves as producing goods and services for society that are worthy of 

compensation. They want financial and technical support for conservation, but are also 

concerned about associated risks and costs. They view partnering with public agencies 

and creating habitat as liabilities because they incur the risk of species regulation.  

The owners’ views on oak conservation embody numerous contradictions. 

They frame their conservation motivations in terms of moral duty but rely on 

justifications of tangible reward when setting conservation goals. They recognize the 

intrinsic ecological and cultural value of oak but rationalize management decisions in 

a utilitarian manner. At the same time that they want to be compensated by society 

with financial rewards and regulatory relief, they want autonomy and independence 

from government oversight. These contradictions reflect the rich and complex 

worldviews of owners and the multitude of forces that drive their management 

decisions. 

Policymakers can harness owners’ values and beliefs about oak conservation in 

light of their contradictions by pairing policy tools with the motivations that are best 

suited to the logic of those tools (Figure 9). Policies that employ symbolic tools can 
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link oak conservation with owners’ stewardship ideals, justifying oak as an alternative 

to Douglas-fir management. Inspirational campaigns can build on owners’ values for 

land as a family asset and cultural symbol. Combined with an educational message, 

they can raise awareness about the importance of oak as a legacy from the time of 

Native American hunting and gathering and Western-European settlement. Branding 

products from operations that conserve oak can signal legitimacy to the public and 

other landowners. Programs that recognize exceptional oak stewards can publicize the 

value of oak and reward owners that appreciate public gratitude.  

Capacity-building programs can give owners the skills and funds they need to 

be sure that their conservation efforts are productive and economical. Education and 

technical training can help owners incorporate scientific research into their 

management plans, providing legitimacy for their conservation efforts. Financial 

assistance can provide another level of legitimacy by helping owners feel compensated 

for their work. Cost-shares can make oak conservation possible for landowners that 

treat conservation like any other production activity and cannot justify providing 

conservation benefits below cost. 

Incentive programs can provide the added financial benefit or profit that 

owners need to justify choosing conservation over other income generating activities 

on their lands. After capacity programs build knowledge and decision-making ability 

among owners, incentive programs can provide tax benefits, rebates, payments and 

above-cost rents to owners that require tangible rewards. Agencies can establish 

regulatory infrastructure for environmental services markets, mitigation banks and 

 



 
 
 

125 
 

conservation banks. Agencies can also play a role in the creation of oak wood markets 

by providing tax relief and other benefits to producers that manage oak on a sustained 

yield basis.  

Authority tool-based policies can prohibit destruction of oak and permit oak 

management and conservation as legitimate land uses. Land use and forest practices 

laws can provide owners more opportunity and flexibility to manage oak by permitting 

additional uses on forest- and farm-zoned lands. For example, owners can be allowed 

to develop small-scale industries such as wood and non-timber forest product 

production, planned unit development, tourism, and fee recreation on lands where oak 

is explicitly being conserved. 

Policies that employ learning tools can establish collaborative approaches to 

creating strategies and policies for oak conservation. Policymakers and public 

agencies can include oak owners in planning and decision-making regarding oak 

conservation. Agencies can also provide funding and administrative support to 

landowner-led oak conservation networks. 

Conclusion 

This research has increased understanding of family forest owners’ 

perspectives on oak habitat, which is essential for policy. In the case of oak, owners’ 

motivations to conserve oak stem from the meanings that they hold for the resource 

and their perceptions of the social and economic consequences of their decisions. This 

study found that, first, owners that manage oak perceive themselves as stewards of an 

ecological and cultural legacy. This perception implies that owners may be motivated 
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to conserve oak out of altruism if policies can harness this altruism in compelling 

ways. Second, owners seem to be driven by a sense of moral duty that they couch in 

the traditional utilitarian terminology of tangible rewards. This finding suggests that 

policies have a greater chance of success if they can offer incentives such as payments, 

regulatory relief or technical training while still couching the rationale for 

conservation in moral terms. Third, owners value autonomy and self-determination. 

Policies may be able to engage owners in conservation, either on their own or through 

programs, if they can assure owners that the oak habitat they enhance will not become 

a liability or an encumbrance. 

Following a constructionist or interpretive approach to policy analysis has 

illuminated opportunities for tools that policymakers may not have recognized 

following the more conventional technocratic approach. Justification for the policy 

options that this study has suggested does not come from biological assessments or 

economic analyses. Instead, it hinges on an understanding of what policies may be 

acceptable or workable given owners’ perceptions of their own capacities, motivations 

and constraints. Such an analysis incorporates variables that are essentially subjective 

constructions of reality, the reality to which owners respond when they make decisions 

about land management and policy. 

While Schneider and Ingram (1990) provide justification for a constructionist 

approach to policy analysis in their argument for clarifying policies’ assumptions 

about people’s motivations, their framework is positivist in nature. It assumes that 

motivations can be singled out and matched with policy tools. In reality, as evidenced 

 



 
 
 

127 
 

in this study, people’s motivations are complex, multiple and sometimes contradictory. 

In the area of oak conservation alone, policies in all five categories hold promise based 

on this constructionist analysis. This contradiction highlights a limitation to this study; 

it does not indicate a silver bullet for oak conservation policy. 

Nevertheless, the in-depth ethnographic information that this study has 

produced will provide policymakers with a richer palette from which to select multiple 

policies for an overall conservation strategy. This will help policymakers and other 

stakeholders design strategies that appeal to target groups rather than alienate them. 

The information about owners can also advance dialogue on controversial policy 

issues such as conserving threatened habitats like oak on private lands. A better 

understanding of a target group’s beliefs and values can foster communication and 

empathy among many stakeholders in conservation issues, policymakers and target 

groups, thereby reducing the risk of conflict. 

 



 
 
 
 
 

5. MANUSCRIPT TWO. NATURE, PROPERTY AND POLICY: HOW 
LANDOWNERS AND NATURAL RESOURCE PROFESSIONALS FRAME 
CONSERVATION OF OREGON WHITE OAK HABITAT 

 
Introduction 

This research explores conservation policy for private lands in a case study of 

Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana) on family forests in Oregon, USA. The goal is 

to inform conservation policy design through comparative analysis of how 

stakeholders frame conservation issues. Using qualitative methods and building upon 

social constructionism and interpretive policy analysis, I compare how family forest 

owners and natural resource professionals frame the problem of oak’s decline and 

opportunities and constraints for its conservation. By exploring areas of common 

ground and conflict in informants’ interpretive frames, this research illuminates ways 

to reach out to target groups with empathy, facilitate cooperation between 

stakeholders, and avert potential conflicts that arise from conservation strategies. It 

also forges new theoretical ground by applying constructionism to the analysis and 

design of policy for a specific target group. 

Background 

In the United States, many of the thorniest natural resource conflicts occur on 

private lands. This is especially true in the Willamette Valley of Western Oregon, 

where 96% of the land area and four out of five threatened habitat types are privately 

owned (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998). The valley’s hallmark habitat type, 

Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana), is arguably the most vulnerable.  
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Over two hundred species, forty-five of which are at-risk, are associated with 

Oregon white oak in Oregon, making it one of the most biologically diverse habitat 

types in the state (Thysell and Carey 2001, Hagar and Stern 2001, Staniford 2002). 

This research refers to the range of conditions of Oregon white oak habitat type in the 

foothills and valleys of the Willamette Basin—from savannas of open-grown oaks to 

woodlands to oak thickets—as “oak habitat” or “oak.” Due to its location in prime 

areas for expansion of urban development, vineyards and tree plantations, and the 

elimination of the periodic fires to which it is adapted, the quantity and quality of oak 

habitat is in decline. While estimates vary, a commonly cited figure is that more than 

90% of the original oak habitat in Oregon has been lost and only 61,580 to 172,192 

acres remain (Atterbury Consultants Inc. 1992, Klock et al. 1998, ODF&W 

2006).Oak’s dependence on frequent disturbance makes conservation labor-intensive 

and costly. Stands must be regularly cleared of invasive vegetation, thinned to release 

oaks, and planted with native grasses and forbs (Vesely and Tucker 2004). 

Much of the remaining oak is found on family forest lands. More than 263,000 

acres of family forestland support oak habitat in the Willamette Valley (Atterbury 

Consultants Inc. 1992). Family forest owners typically are knowledgeable about 

ecological systems and hold ecological objectives among their multiple management 

goals (Brunson et al. 1996, Johnson et al.1999, Jones et al. 1995). Many are also 

skilled in active management practices necessary for conserving dynamic ecosystems 

such as oak. For these reasons, family forest owners are essential to any oak 

conservation strategy in the region. However, their ability and propensity to conserve 
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oak is conditioned by their limited ecological knowledge and competing economic 

objectives for their land (Fischer and Bliss 2006). 

Two ideological conflicts commonly explored in the natural resources 

literature are the human-nature relationships and property concepts. People’s 

assumptions about the human-nature relationship influence their natural resources 

management and policy preferences. Dunlap and Van Liere (1978) distinguish 

between people with anthropocentric values who believe humans have the right to 

exploit nature for the benefit of society, rationalizing that technology can fix any 

damage (the Human Exemption Paradigm), and those with biocentric values who view 

humans as merely one species among many in the biosphere yet recognize that they 

have the power to upset the balance of nature (the New Ecological Paradigm). 

Kluckhohn and Strodetbeck (1961) argue that people with a subjugation-to-nature 

orientation assume that humans can do little to protect nature from natural hazards; 

those with a mastery-over-nature orientation assume that humans should harness 

natural forces for their benefit; and those with a harmony-with-nature orientation 

assume that human and nature are cohesive parts of a whole. Kempton et al. (1994) 

distinguish between preservationist and interventionist attitudes. 

Due to volatility and conflict in people notions of property ownership, 

Bromley (1998) describes conservation of unique habitats on private land as “one of 

the most controversial aspects of contemporary land-use policy.” In the classical 

individual conception of property, ownership hinges on fee simple title and presumes 

full control of specific valued resources with state backing (Singer 2000); conservation 
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is a public good and its cost should be born by society. Owners with this view believe 

that their rights entail exclusive privilege to do with their lands as they see fit. The 

individual notion of ownership stands in contrast to a more consensual or social one in 

which ownership is a bundle of sticks of which the owner controls many but not all of 

the sticks (Singer 2000). In this social view, the state protects private lands from 

biophysical and social threats so that owners can pursue their objectives. In return, 

owners protect the water quality, air quality and wildlife valued by the public. The 

social notion shifts the burden of conservation from society to the individual; instead 

of society paying owners to conserve resources through incentives or assistance 

programs, owners must pay society if they chose not to conserve resources. Advocates 

of the social conception view land as a speculative commodity (Bromley 1998), and 

property a social process in which people struggle for control of resources (Fortmann 

1995). 

The success of any policy effort depends on the extent to which it embodies 

the values and perspectives of its target group (Schneider and Ingram 1990, 1993). 

Blumer (1937) theorizes that people act towards things based on the meanings they 

have for them, which Rokeach (1973) argues are based on their beliefs and values. 

Similarly, people’s interpretations of policy problems affect the ways that they 

understand and respond to specific policies (Schneider and Ingram 1993, Dryzek, 

1990). Schneider and Ingram (1990) offer a framework for analyzing policy by the 

validity of policies’ inherent assumptions about target groups’ behavioral motivations. 

The framework categorizes policy utilizing 5 tools and assumptions: authority tools 
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assume people are motivated to obey laws; incentive tools assume individuals are 

utility maximizers and will make choices that will lead to tangible payoffs if they have 

adequate information, decision-making skill and opportunity; capacity tools assume 

people lack necessary information, skills or other resources to make decisions; 

symbolic and hortatory tools assume people are motivated by beliefs and values that 

can be manipulated; and learning tools assume people are uncertain about the nature of 

a problem and its solution, but can learn to select appropriate tools. 

Embodying target groups’ values and perspectives requires policymakers to go 

beyond the technocratic model of decision-making (Holling 1995, Fischer 2000). 

More scientific information and expert advice alone do not resolve complex problems, 

especially in contexts like family forestry where owners have diverse objectives and 

emotional ties to their lands. Moreover, because ecosystems defy property boundaries, 

conservation cannot take place on a parcel-by-parcel basis (Landres et al. 1998). Some 

analysts argue for a cooperative model built on communication, mutual understanding 

and trust between stakeholders (Fischer 2000, Yaffee 2000). Habermas (1984) 

theorizes that people do not hold monolithic claims about reality. Instead, they 

actively test competing claims through a process he calls argumentation. He postulates 

that human understanding and improvement of the human condition can only occur 

through “communicative rationality,” the process in which experts and laypeople 

contribute equally to social dialog, treating technical and everyday knowledge as 

equal. 
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Differences in the relationships between experts and laypeople and technical 

and everyday knowledge stem from an ideological conflict that pervades the field of 

public policy: the positivist-post-positivist paradigm conflict. Positivists treat policy 

problems as technical problems. Positivist policy models use objective reasoned 

analysis to systematically identify the best alternatives (Howlett and Ramesh 2003, 

Fischer 2003). Positivist policy designs usually aim to change the behavior of a self-

interested polity for the good of society (Lejano 2006). Regulation and incentives are 

essentially positivist policy tools in that they assume that human behavior should be 

controlled and that people’s utility-maximizing self-interests can be influenced 

through coercion and enticement (Howlett and Ramesh 2003, Fischer 2003). In the 

field of natural resources the positivist paradigm has yielded authoritative policy 

solutions such as rules and regulations. 

Post-positivists examine the ways people interpret and construct meanings of 

different policy problems. Post-positivism treats public policy as a multidimensional 

process in which decisions are based on both information and social process (Rist 

2000). Interpretivist, or constructionist approaches usually engage multiple voices in 

policy design and decision-making (Schneider and Ingram 1993, Yanow 2004, Fischer 

2003). Post-positivist policy tools such as public participation and collaboration 

(Fischer 2003) allow people to examine their interests in policy issues and reframe 

policy debates at broader levels (Yanow 2000). The post-positivist paradigm yields 

devolved and negotiated policy designs. In the field of natural resources, such policy 

designs have taken the form of voluntary grassroots initiatives (Brook et al. 2003, 
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Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000). Some studies warn that participatory approaches, if not 

kept in check, can be a threat to people with minority opinions (Reed 2001). They also 

warn that local approaches are vulnerable to corruption by more powerful vested 

interests (Hibbard and Madsen 2003), such as community members who also profit 

from timber production or real estate development. 

One way to foster a cooperative policy model is to incorporate interpretive 

techniques such as frame analysis into policy analysis. Goffman (1974) theorized that 

people represent reality in simplified cognitive constructs called “frames” which 

define the space in which people interpret observations, make inferences and solve 

problems. Understanding how people frame problems and solutions can reveal areas 

of conflict and compatibility in their values, beliefs and underlying assumptions about 

policy issues (Schön and Rein 1994, Yannow, 2004). The ways people diagnose 

problems explain their choices of solutions. The kinds of concerns that people think 

are valid influence the information that they consider when making decisions. 

Persistent, incompatible frames can render policy dialogs intractable and irresolvable 

(Putnam and Wondolleck 2003). Negotiating policy problems with an understanding 

of other groups’ frames fosters communication and empathy. In such cases, groups’ 

frames can shift, transform and align. 

Methods 

The research discussed in this paper draws from ethnography and policy 

studies. Thirty-five in depth individual interviews and five focus group interviews 

comprised the primary methods of data collection. In the tradition of case study 

 



 
 
 

135 
 

research, participant observation and analysis of secondary materials were used for 

triangulation. A qualitative protocol of coding, memo-writing and theory-building was 

used to analyze the data. 

Informants comprised a purposive sample of two of the main stakeholder 

groups in oak conservation in Oregon. The population included individuals that own 

land and employees of private businesses, conservation organizations and public 

natural resource agencies that work in areas where oak is present in the Willamette 

Valley. The Willamette Valley was chosen because it is the primary location of the 

Oregon white oak habitat type in Oregon. I refer to landowners as “owners” and all the 

other informants as “natural resource professionals.” In using the term natural resource 

professionals, I refer to individuals who are employed as experts in a natural resource 

field, and do not mean to imply that they have more expertise than landowners or 

anyone else. 

I identified the owner sample frame by collecting lists of owners of diverse 

parcel sizes, oak habitats and conservation attitudes from Oregon State University 

Forestry Extension offices, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, state and federal 

natural resource agencies, land trusts and watershed councils. From a frame of 80 

owners, I interviewed a total of 36 owners (Table 1). I interviewed 18 of the owners 

individually and 18 in focus groups. I identified the sample frame for the natural 

resource professionals through snowball sampling, beginning with some of the most 

visible participants in conservation policy and oak conservation efforts in the 

Willamette Valley. From a frame of 86 natural resource professionals I interviewed a 
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total of 32 individuals: 18 public natural resource agents, including foresters, 

biologists and planners; eight private conservationists, including foresters, ecologists, 

and administrators; two administrators for organizations that serve private landowners; 

two private consulting foresters; and two natural resource sector business people 

(Table 2). I interviewed 19 natural resource professionals individually and 17 in focus 

groups. I determined the final size of the sample through theoretical saturation, the 

technique of capping sample size when the collection of additional units of data yields 

proportionally smaller units of findings (Strauss 1987). I use pseudonyms to maintain 

informants’ confidentiality.  

Results and discussion 

The ways informants frame the human-nature relationship, the rights and 

obligations of property ownership and the role of policy in social change have 

implications for the conservation of oak and other habitats. Their preferences for 

conservation policies stem from these frames. Figure 10 depicts these relationships. 

The individual cells represent the policies and the number of owners (indicated by 

“LO”) and natural resource professionals (indicated by “NRP”) that suggested them. 

The figure arranges informants’ policy preferences in relation to the three frames, 

which are displayed as spectra at the bottom of the figure. The policies are categorized 

in rows according to tool based on the assumed target group motivations described in 

Schneider and Ingram’s (1990) framework. For example, two landowners and nine 

natural resource professionals suggested species regulations as a policy option for 

conserving oak. Species regulation is an authority tool, which assumes that members  
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of the policy target group (owners) are motivated to act as permitted. Species 

regulation also assumes that humans and nature are incompatible (that their interaction 

must be controlled), that property ownership is social (that private owners and the 

state must share in the burden of conservation) and that social change requires 

authoritative policies (that changes in human behavior occur through coercion). While 

the numbers reveal the relative popularity of each policy option, they should not be 

over emphasized; the numbers simplify informants’ answers to the question, “What 

kinds of policies do you think would be most appropriate for oak?” The figure 

provides the organizing framework for this results and discussion section. First 

consider the interpretive frame spectra at the bottom of the figure. 

The human-nature relationship 

How informants’ frame their views on oak conservation reveals their assumptions 

about the human-nature relationship, represented as a spectrum at the bottom of Figure 

10. Their assumptions are particularly evident in their stated values for oak, opinions 

on the conservation status of oak and goals for oak conservation. Informants’ frames 

also reveal the geographic and temporal scales at which they view natural resource 

problems. 

Values for oak 

Informants’ stated values for oak are diverse. They described oak as a legacy 

from the era of Euro-American settlement and pioneer days, a magnificent tree form, 

and a rare element of native biological diversity. The majority of owners emphasized 

its aesthetic beauty and cultural heritage significance. For example, when asked about 
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his values for oak, Bill Waltmann, an owner of 650 acres of rocky, southwest facing 

oak woodland in the Cascade Mountain foothills, said he liked the open conditions of 

oak savanna because they were the conditions that his ancestors encountered when 

they homesteaded the property. 

I’d like to restore it to the 1850’s type where there was a lot of oak 
savanna…[when] my poor great-great grandparents…walked out here 
from Illinois…with a couple wagons… 

Owners’ values for oak reflect a belief that nature is valuable to the extent that it 

serves humans. The fact that so any owners mentioned oak’s aesthetic and historic 

significance indicates that they are motivated by these beliefs and values. 

While natural resource professionals acknowledged oak’s aesthetic and 

cultural value, they also emphasized its ecological attributes, such as the high species 

diversity with which it is associated and its rarity. When asked why oak should be 

conserved, Alan Cox, a biologist for a conservation organization, answered, 

Not just for birds, but there are flora and fauna both that are associated 
with these communities, and if we have the opportunity to keep them 
going as viable species, that to me is enough reason. 

Natural resource professionals’ values for oak reflect a belief that nature has intrinsic 

value in addition to instrumental value. 

Conservation status of oak 

Informants hold different views on the status of oak based on their own 

observations and experiences. While many owners acknowledged that some oaks may 

be suffering from suppression by Douglas-fir and other invasive species, few 

recognized a regional decline in oak habitat. For example, Mary Harten, an owner of 
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160 acres of mixed conifer hardwood forest, was surprised to learn of oak’s threatened 

status. 

I live with it all around me, and I see these huge oak woodlands, and 
there's still a lot of oak around…It's true, the firs will over take the oaks 
if fire and chainsaw interference doesn't happen…[But I was surprised 
to learn] that that it had gotten to the point…that on a bigger scale there 
was an impact happening. 

Natural resource professionals, on the other hand, viewed oak as imperiled and 

argued that the vast majority of the habitat had disappeared. While all agreed that oak 

is threatened, they viewed the extent of its decline differently. Many cited the statistic 

that all but 1% of oak has been lost, yet few were clear whether they are referring to 

savanna or woodland or total habitat acreage. Others offered different figures for the 

remaining oak, ranging from 10% to 25%. Also, few located their estimates in a 

specific geographic area, referring instead to a generic historic range. Stan Cantrell, a 

forest ecologist with a non-profit conservation group, admitted that he is unclear about 

the rate at which oak is declining. 

I have no idea how fast we’re losing it. … I’ve heard 10% of the 
remaining oak habitats, 2%…Oak savannas are by far the most 
endangered…There’s a lot more woodland than there is savanna…Ten 
to one; woodland to savanna. 

Informants identified a number of factors in oak’s decline including land 

conversion, release of natural succession due to fire exclusion, and land use policies 

that reflect deep-set social values; for example, policies that set conifer forestland 

aside for forestry and slate other forestlands for farming and development. Most 

owners held direct conversion for agriculture, (especially vineyards), forestry and 

residential development responsible for oak’s decline. Bob Jones, an architect who 
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grazes cattle, grows hay and lives with his wife on 120 acres of oak savanna, described 

oak conversion as unavoidable. 

If a tree is in the way of production, you take it out…Because you can't 
produce; you can't turn a tractor around it, and it would shade out the 
[other crops]. 

Some owners asserted that land use zoning has contributed to oak’s decline; when land 

is zoned for agriculture or forestry, owners plant farm or commercial forest crops to 

maintain their tax deferrals, often at the expense of oak. Instead of framing oak as 

threatened by humans, the owners in the study perceived that oak is changing along 

with changes in human activities. They attributed oak’s decline to an indisputable and 

undeniable human need for resources. This view reflects a belief that humans are 

compatible with nature. It also reflects their utilitarian value orientation; owners are 

motivated by tangible reward. 

Natural resource professionals acknowledged the role of agriculture, forestry 

and residential development in the decline of oak habitat acreage. In addition, they 

attributed oak’s decline to larger phenomena such as population growth, lifestyle 

trends and the cessation of Native American burning. Several spoke about Oregon’s 

land use system channeling development into areas with marginal soils where oak 

often grows in order to set aside areas with better soils for forestry and farming. Sam 

Larson, a biologist with a public agency, explained, 

It has always been identified as the piece of ground that nobody 
wants…Politics forced the rural residential development into those 
areas that agriculture and forestry deem as lowest value. That's where 
you can go with the least resistance.  
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A number of public agents reflected on their institutional policies and 

attributed oak’s decline to legal requirements to maintain minimum stocking levels of 

commercial tree species to comply with Forest Practices Act and tax deferral 

requirements. In addition, they identified numerous forestry and farming assistance 

and incentive programs that have encouraged owners to convert oak lands—

considered marginal and unproductive—to commercial crops. Dennis Bard, an agency 

forester, admitted, 

As a young forester, I convinced a lot of landowners to cut their oak 
and plant Douglas-fir. But at some point remember saying, "Every time 
we take out an oak, that's one less oak in the valley.” 

By holding societal choices and negotiable beliefs and values responsible for 

oak’s decline, the natural resource professionals in the study frame such landscapes as 

exploited, unnatural ones. Their perception that human uses of natural resource have 

compromised their integrity reflects a belief that humans are not very compatible with 

nature.  

Informants’ views on the status of oak also reveal the spatial scales at which 

they approach its conservation. When owners talked about the status of oak they 

generally referred to specific parcels, suggesting that they think about oak 

conservation at a local scale in relation to their own land uses. Natural resource agents 

spoke about oak in the context of the valley as a whole, implying that they think about 

oak conservation at the landscape scale and in relation to overall land use trends. 
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Goals for oak 

Owners framed their goals for oak quite differently than natural resource 

professionals. Owners wanted to prevent further decline of oak while being able to 

continue their land use activities. Many owners recommended changing land use 

zoning rules and natural resource regulations and creating markets (Figure 10) to 

allow them to generate income from tourism and housing rather than timber 

plantations and vineyards. For example, Nancy Young, an owner of 500 acres, 

explained, 

We all agree that oaks require perpetual maintenance and somebody 
has to pour money into these things. It's a great marriage to have people 
living on the property that care deeply about it and are connected to it 
and are putting money into it. 

Owners’ desire to coexist with nature to exploit it reflects utilitarian values and 

motivation by tangible reward. It also reveals a view that human activities are 

compatible with nature. 

Natural resource professionals recognized that human activity is a reality in 

oak habitat given that most oak is privately owned. While several natural resource 

professionals—all of them foresters—conceded that the fate of oak is ultimately in the 

hands of owners, most said they would ideally like to restore oak to a preferable state. 

These natural resource professionals described expanding or improving the quality of 

oak habitat by placing it in some sort of conservation status where human activity is 

limited. Victoria Murphy, an administrator with a conservationist group, suggested 

private and public institutions should protect oak through easements and land 

purchases. 

 



 
 
 

144 
 

Over the next ten years we should be able to get between two and 3,000 
acres of oak in some sort of conservation status…purchased by the 
Nature Conservancy, the Fish and Wildlife Service or State Parks…[or] 
a conservation easement. 

Allan Cox argued that oak should be managed by institutions rather than individual 

owners.  

I think [private property] is a constraint because it limits our ability to 
secure places…for oak conservation. If it’s under private ownership, 
the long-term security is less than under public ownership…They don’t 
have the resources to stay committed in the face of other factors. 

Natural resource professionals’ goals for oak, while diverse, implied a preference for 

managing human interactions with the environment. Most did not assume that human 

activity is compatible with conservation. 

Interpretive frames for the human-nature relationship 

The owners in this study seemed to conceptualize nature as a social landscape 

in which cultural values and human activities have a place alongside ecological 

processes. One of their favored policy suggestions – changing rules and regulations to 

accommodate more human activity – reflects this view. According to the typology of 

Kempton et al. (1994), owners’ oak conservation frames imply an interventionist 

attitude toward nature; nature can benefit from human interference. Yet owners did not 

assume a mastery-over-nature orientation according to Kluckhohn and Strodetbeck’s 

(1961) typology; they did not go so far as to advocate that human control is necessary 

for nature to reach its potential for health and sustainability. Instead, their views reflect 

more of a harmony-with-nature orientation; nature and humans are compatible. This 

compatibility stems from their anthropocentric view that they have the right to exploit 
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nature, placing them under Dunlap and Van Liere’s (1978) Human Exemption 

Paradigm. 

The natural resource professionals, on the other hand, conceptualized nature as 

distinct from human needs and activities. For them, the most important features of oak 

habitat were the arrays of native species and intact ecological processes. Perhaps as a 

result of their need to advance the singular ecological goals of their organizations, they 

believe that oak habitat would be better off without further development. This view is 

evident in their preferences for placing habitat in the hands of professional land 

managers through acquisition and easements and changing landowner behavior 

through incentives and regulations. The natural resource professionals did not 

diametrically oppose owners’ idea that increasing daily activity would be compatible 

with oak habitat. They believe that while oak habitat may have been balanced and self-

sustaining in the past when periodic fires burned the landscape, its survival is now up 

to human ingenuity and technology. Their views also reflect an interventionist attitude 

(Kempton et al. 1994) as well as a belief that humans have the power to upset nature, 

placing them under Dunlap and Van Liere’s (1978) New Ecological Paradigm. 

Blurry distinctions between personal values and structural forces complicate 

categorizing informants into to distinct human-nature orientations. Informants’ frames 

may be attributable to the contexts from which they approach oak conservation. They 

have different educational backgrounds and therefore, different levels of familiarity 

with conservation biology concepts educational backgrounds. They have different 

objectives for the lands they manage and work on different geographic and temporal 
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scales. An owner may manage a 40 acre parcel for short-term residential use and 

timber income; in many cases, owners can choose whether to manage their land for 

mixed uses or habitat conservation. Perhaps as a result of their multiple goals, owners 

are compelled to balance their own needs with what they perceive to be the needs of 

oak; they therefore must see compatibility in human and natural systems. An agency 

biologist, on the other hand, may be charged with maintaining an ecotype’s native 

plant and animal diversity in perpetuity, and may have only one or two tools at his or 

her disposal, for example, regulation and land acquisition. Institutional policies may 

influence natural resource professionals’ goals for oak and beliefs about the extent to 

which human-natural interactions should be managed. 

The fact that oak is a disturbance-dependent and human-shaped system further 

complicates analyzing human-nature orientations. Most informants recognize that oak 

needs to be managed in order to be conserved. The distinguishing factor in the 

informants’ assumptions about nature was not whether to interfere with natural 

systems but who should interfere and how, and whether humans can coexist with oak 

in this process. 

Property ownership 

Owners’ frames for oak conservation reveal their assumptions about the rights 

and obligations of property ownership, the second spectrum at the bottom of Figure 

10. Their assumptions are particularly evident in their views of the costs of oak 

conservation and owners’ rights and responsibilities to conserve oak. 
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Costs of oak conservation 

Owners and natural resource professionals alike recognized severe economic 

constraints to oak conservation. However, owners framed costs in terms of foregone 

income and choice-making ability, while natural resource professionals focused on 

ways to reduce costs while encouraging owners to feel obligated to conserve oak. 

Marvin Payne, an owner of a small mill and 50 acres of oak habitat, explained why 

market incentives to grow oak aren’t compelling for many owners. 

One thing it’s really hard to get past, is to say, “Well I’m going to plant 
oak trees, and then in 150 years I’m going to have a crop.” For what?...I 
think our economy and the land here is so good for growing Douglas-
fir trees quickly that it’s just really hard to compete with dollars. 

Owners’ concern about the opportunity costs of oak conservation reflects a motivation 

to maximize utility. It also implies an individual notion of ownership. The assumption 

that every forgone choice or income generation opportunity is an opportunity cost 

reflects the belief that one controls all the rights in the bundle of ownership. 

Many owners felt torn between their motivations to be true to their beliefs and 

values and their desire for tangible reward. For example, Nancy Young explained why 

she felt conflicted about conserving oak on the land she purchased as a real estate 

investment. 

We own the land for economic reasons, but in my heart of hearts, I 
would rather see it not developed and valued for what it is: oak 
savanna…I’m really torn about this because I’m very politically liberal; 
I’ve just fallen into this situation where my economic interests are 
directly opposed to what I believe. 

Because owners are motivated by beliefs and values as well as tangible reward, many 

experienced internal conflict between their own utilitarian and altruistic perspectives. 
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Some owners viewed habitat as a liability. For example, Fritz Quinn, an owner 

of 200 acres who is restoring oak savanna and prairie on his property to provide 

habitat for an endangered species, declared, 

I'll be damned if I would ask any agency entomologist to come out…I'd 
dig my heels in… I'm going to do a lot more for that critter and for that 
habitat without their guidance! 

While many owners are willing to conserve habitat, they do not want to be constrained 

by rules and regulations, suggesting they are not motivated by deference to authority. 

They identified loss of autonomy as yet another opportunity cost of oak conservation, 

providing further evidence of an individual notion of property. 

Rights and responsibilities of ownership 

On the whole, owners viewed habitat as a private good about which they 

should control all decisions. They argued that society should help them conserve oak 

by paying for it. Twelve owners recommended rent and payment programs and five 

owners suggested ecosystem services markets (Figure 10). Lacey Bidwell, an owner of 

3000 acres, explained, 

If society thinks [oak is] that important, then everybody else has to 
pony up, not just the landowner… I'm going to be a lot more agreeable 
if everybody else is pitching in. 

Bidwell’s statement illustrates a view of habitat as a private good. This perspective 

excludes conservation from the obligations of property ownership and places it instead 

in the arena of products and services. Bidwell’s view also suggests that owners are 

motivated by tangible reward, in this case, not to lose money. Her willingness to share 
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in the responsibility of conservation also implies a motivation to learn how to solve 

problems. 

While natural resource professionals sympathized with owners’ ideas about 

property and concerns about regulation, they feared that property individualism is 

eroding their ability to serve the public good. Numerous natural resource professionals 

mentioned that because of the property rights movement municipalities were afraid to 

use comprehensive plans to recognize and protect natural resources. Barb Lambert, a 

land use planner for a public agency, explained,  

With the property rights movement, there's been more hesitancy to do 
anything in terms of [natural resource planning]. 

Lambert’s statement reveals a view of oak conservation as a public good and a belief 

that the burden of conserving oak should be shared. It demonstrates a social notion of 

property.  

Natural resource professionals advocated incentives as an alternative to 

regulation, which they perceived less socially-acceptable. However they reluctantly 

supported using incentives to compensate owners for producing habitat; they believe 

that some level of conservation should be expected from private owners. Their policy 

preferences imply a reluctant acknowledgement of the individual notion of property 

ownership as the dominant, most influential notion. 

Interpretive frames for property ownership 

By including loss of autonomy and liability as opportunity costs of oak 

conservation, the owners demonstrated an individual conception of ownership. They 

assume they should retain unlimited rights and opportunities even when they receive 
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public assistance for conserving threatened habitats on their properties. While many of 

the owners consider themselves stewards, they frame conservation as a voluntary and 

altruistic activity, not one embedded in ownership. The individual notion of property 

ownership is also evident in owners’ preferences for incentives and, particularly, 

compensation. Expecting to receive payment for conservation excludes conservation 

from the obligations of property ownership. Conservation is instead treated as a 

privately-produced public good that should be purchased by those who demand it.  

Natural resource professionals sympathized with owners’ individual ownership 

notions. They attributed oak’s decline to multiple social and physical forces and did 

not imply that owners should bear all the costs of oak conservation. However, they 

demonstrated less of an individual conception of ownership than owners and more of a 

social one. They believe that owners hold some responsibility for oak and should be 

willing to forfeit some autonomy and incur some liability in order to conserve it. They 

regret the chilling effect that the property rights movement has had on land use and 

conservation policy. Nevertheless, they acknowledge that oak conservation is 

expensive and owners need substantial reward to justify doing it. By recommending 

incentives, including public and market-based compensation, natural resource 

professionals demonstrated a willingness to compromise their policy ideals and 

accommodate owners in their policy preferences. 

Role of policy in social change 

Owners’ and natural resource professionals’ frames for oak conservation reveal 

their assumptions about the role that policy should play in social change, the third 
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spectrum at the bottom of Figure 10. Their assumptions are particularly evident in 

their views on whether policy should treat private ownership as a constraint or 

opportunity for conservation, and owners as equal or subordinate to professionals. 

Benefits of private ownership 

The natural resource professionals in the study described policy as a way to 

overcome the constraint of private ownership. Many sympathized with the constraints 

that owners face in conserving oak, in particular the costs of conservation and 

competing land use interests. They argued it was unrealistic to expect owners to 

conserve oak even with incentives and assistance. Sean Carter, an agency ecologist, 

explained, 

In the long run it wouldn’t be a bad thing if more of it were publicly 
managed. Not that I’m not in favor of private property rights…It’s a 
long-term commitment to manage oak habitat and it’s expensive…In 
some ways what we want from oak habitat is a public good, and 
probably never will be completely born by private landowners. 

By publicly acquiring oak, many natural resource professionals believed society could 

ensure conservation of the habitat without imposing unduly on owners. 

Owners, on the other hand, felt policy should treat private ownership as an 

opportunity for collaboration. They described themselves as indispensable for 

conservation, pointing out that they not only own the land where most of remaining 

oak is found but they also have knowledge about their forests and skill in forestry that 

make them essential partners in conservation. Fritz Quinn described his wife’s detailed 

knowledge about and strong personal connection to their forest. 

We were having a road built, and she was telling the road builder, 
"Save that tree if you can and that tree," and he's like, "Mrs. [Quinn], 
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we might have to take some of these, but you're not even going to 
know," and I said, "Like hell, Bob. She's going to come out here and 
call their (the trees’) names, and if they don't answer she's going to 
know!" 

Helen Rollins, an owner of 150 acres of savanna, much of which she manages 

for conservation, explained how the closeness of owners’ relationships with their 

forests makes them the best people to do the job of conservation. 

I think it's best to have private landowners do conservation, because 
they are there, and they're going to care about their land. They're going 
to care about each little patch…We're going to say, "Oh, there's some 
false broom! Let's go get it and take care of it. Was it there last year? Is 
it gone yet? 

Owners not only disagreed that private ownership impedes conservation; they 

argued that public institutions impose great constraints on conservation. Five owners 

argued that the potential for being punished under the ESA for harboring listed species 

undermines private interest in conservation; nine argued that the heavy administrative 

burden associated with public conservation programs discourages them from 

participating. They complained that regulations such as the ESA belittle their good 

efforts and encourage perverse behavior by owners and animosity between owners and 

natural resource professionals. 

Relationship between owners and professionals 

When asked for their opinions about strategies for conserving oak, many 

natural resource professionals preferred technical approaches. They emphasized using 

scientific and technical knowledge to assess oak conditions and prioritize areas for 

conservation. Vince Atwell, a forest ecologist with a private conservation group, 
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advocated more scientific research and planning before committing to on-the-ground 

restoration projects. 

We need to be thinking about [the] future landscape pattern that we 
want and how are we going to get there…Perhaps it makes more sense, 
rather than creating another 20-acre patch of open woodland, to take a 
grass seed field and start growing oaks because it's going to be an 
important stepping stone habitat for a particular species.  

Clearly scientists can bring important information and techniques to 

conservation planning. However, in the more technocratic model, owners are often an 

afterthought to strategies that focus on ecological attributes. For example, Randy 

Thomas, a county land planner, explained his view that experts should define agendas 

for oak, which owners should then follow. 

The way we're looking at it is to get all the parties [together], at first 
just the agencies and the nonprofits rather than private landowners. We 
want to bring them in as soon as we know what our commitment is 
and…where we want to go. 

Thomas suggests a top-down model of policy, one that is more authoritative than 

negotiated. Kristin Landers, an agency biologist, went further and argued that 

conservation requires regulation, implying that owner behavior needs to be controlled, 

clearly an authoritative view.  

Unless we have regulatory mechanisms in place, most people are not 
going to get on board…Forcing conservation is what it's going to come 
to. 

Not all natural resource professionals distrusted owners’ abilities to conserve 

oak. Carla Lang criticized the top-down approach of regulatory models and advocated 

for more landowner involvement. 
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I don’t think the regulators are evil, but I think there’s been a schism 
created that’s turned into “us-and-them”…You have to be open-minded 
and you have to start from where the person you’re talking to is, not 
from where you are.  

Several public agents, especially foresters, demonstrated deference toward 

owners, perhaps because they are owners themselves. Dennis Bard argued that the 

majority of owners are inclined to be stewards; 

The landowner was always the steward. The rural landowner, the one 
who's got his feet on the ground and his hands in the dirt…They would 
have known long before us that oak was important. 

He asserted that natural resource professionals have countered owners’ inclinations to 

manage for diverse species such as oak by encouraging them with technical advice and 

trainings to manage for conifers instead. Bard’s opinions reflect a more negotiated 

view of policy, and a view that human activity can be compatible with nature. 

Six natural resource professionals suggested devolved and cooperative 

strategies for oak conservation. Several proposed, as a model, a local effort between 

private owners, industry and technical experts to reestablish and create markets for the 

Willamette Valley race of the ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa). Farley Davis, an 

agency forester, explained that conservation efforts with practical, utilitarian goals 

have more appeal to owners than those focused on preservation and public 

environmental values. 

The huge majority were thrilled to know that they have some of the 
remnant of ponderosa pine that's left in the valley...We've built a small 
group of members that way. You couldn't have done it if we were just a 
bunch of biologists sitting around a table or if we were just agencies. 
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Owners advocated opportunistic approaches to conserving oak, in which 

scientists cooperate with willing landowners on a case-by-case basis. They expressed 

frustration waiting for scientists to produce management guidelines that ultimately 

appear inconclusive. Ten owners suggested educational strategies to help owners build 

their own capacity; however, no owners suggested technical assistance, the traditional 

expert-led approach to capacity building (Figure 10). Mary Harten explained why an 

educational approach makes sense. 

A lot could happen with less emphasis on public money…Sometimes 
people don't do it unless they have assistance…A lot could happen by 
people understanding and incorporating…more information and 
understanding…into their regular management…without doing it for 
them. 

Part of the reason owners prefer education strategies may be because they perceive 

little risk of having their choices constrained. 

Owners placed more emphasis on negotiated policy strategies. Twelve owners 

suggested devolved, grassroots efforts as the ideal model for private lands 

conservation (Figure 10). They described scenarios of landowners learning from other 

owners, policy makers giving owners tools that allow them to learn to do it 

themselves, and owners working with policy makers to build programs that address 

their needs. Fritz Quinn explained the concept of grassroots landowner networks. 

It's not going to get done…unless landowners want to do it. The 
awareness comes first, and then the knowledge…If the government 
came in tomorrow and said, “You've got to conserve every oak 
woodland in this valley,” we'd say, “You can't make us go out there and 
pick those fir out.” They can't do it with a big stick. But if we show 
[owners] that this is the right thing to do and it's going to make you feel 
good, then we do it. 
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Owners’ desire to teach themselves through cooperation with other stakeholders 

reflects a motivation to learn how to solve problems. 

Interpretive frames for policy’s role in social change 

Most of the tools owners suggested are more negotiated than authoritative. 

They seemed to view private landowners and their vested interests in their lands as 

assets in oak conservation. The owners described policy as an incremental process. As 

such, they believe that conservation would benefit from the diversity of participating 

owners and the unexpected discoveries of valuable habitat that an opportunistic 

approach would afford. While the owners acknowledged they have much to learn 

about the technical aspects of oak conservation, they wanted to participate in policy 

decisions. Abhorring regulation, the owners preferred policy options that employ 

capacity-building and learning tools. They were particularly interested in strategies 

that devolve decisions about oak habitat to owners such as relaxed zoning rules and 

grassroots education efforts. On the whole, owners emphasized the need for policy 

makers and other stakeholders to put faith in owners, be honest about costs and lack of 

information, and be sensitive to the constraints they face. Owners wanted policy 

makers to reward their stewardship behavior and leave the details of implementation 

and accountability up to them. 

The natural resource professionals in the study preferred more authoritative 

policies, but were also willing to entertain more negotiated approaches. Many 

described the institution of private land ownership, especially the diversity and 

unpredictability of owners’ motivations, as a constraint to conservation. They 
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described policy as a rational process through which scientific expertise should be 

brought to bear on the design and implementation of conservation strategies. The 

preference that many of the natural resource professionals had for consultation over 

collaboration reveals a view of owners as the end target group of a linear decision-

making process. Most of the natural resource professionals believed that conservation 

would benefit from policies that educate owners about better management practices 

for oak and exert more control over owners’ treatment of oak habitat. They preferred 

top-down strategies for changing human behavior and ownership arrangements: 

acquisition, species regulation and zoning—precisely the policies that agencies are 

mandated to use authority tools by their mission statements and legal directives. 

Despite their reasons for preferring authoritative policy models, natural resource 

professionals predicted owners would retaliate against restrictions; out of realism or 

perhaps empathy, they believed incentives, capacity-building and learning tools should 

also be pursued. 

Policy implications 

An examination of the informants’ policy preferences in relation to their 

frames and the underlying behavioral assumptions of policy tools reveals the 

significance of this study’s findings for conservation policy. It reveals the complexity 

of oak conservation as well as areas for potential conflict and cooperation between 

stakeholders in conservation strategies. Some policy options hold more potential than 

others based on their relative popularity among owners and natural resource 
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professionals, their consistency with informants’ frames and the validity of the 

assumptions about owners’ motivations upon which they rely. 

An initial reading of Figure 10 indicates that natural resource professionals 

favor policy options that fall toward the left end of the frame spectra while owners 

favor policy options toward the right end of the spectra. For example, the policy 

options suggested by more than one-third of the natural resource professionals are 

acquisition, species regulations, zoning, easements, taxes and tax relief, technical 

assistance, and education. The policy options suggested by more than one-third of the 

owners are relaxing regulations, rents and payment, markets for goods, education and 

devolution. A few policy options that fall in the middle of spectra received balanced 

but more moderate support from both owners and natural resource professionals, 

including ecosystem services markets, campaigns encouraging conservation of oak as 

an aspect of cultural heritage, participation, and cooperation. 

Figure 10 also indicates informants’ tool preferences. The policy options that 

received the most support from owners are in the incentive, capacity and learning tool 

categories, providing further evidence of their motivations to obtain tangible rewards, 

increase their abilities and learn to solve problems. Understanding the limitations of 

incentive and capacity tools to conserve oak habitat, natural resource professionals 

also recommended authority-based policy tools. 

Several other interesting observations can be made of the figure. For example, 

while natural resource professionals suggested relaxing regulations, they were 

primarily referring to reforestation and land use rules that require the management of 
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commercial forest or farm crops at the expense of oak. Owners wanted reduce the 

control that the government has over their land use decisions. Similarly, informants 

were interested in zoning for different reasons. Natural resource professionals wanted 

to use zoning to control and divert land uses in order to protect oak lands while owners 

wanted to change zoning to allow for more flexibility in land uses. Another interesting 

observation is the apparent lack of support owners had for technical assistance. While 

owners clearly wanted to increase their capacity to conserve oak, as evidenced in their 

support for education, none mentioned technical assistance as a preferred policy. This 

could be interpreted as a rejection of the technocratic, top-down model of technical 

assistance that has historically dominated forest owner assistance programs.  

Frame complexity 

Figure 10 illustrates the complexity of oak conservation. The coexistence of 

multiple policy assumptions and frames indicates the complex causal relationships 

between biophysical, economic, cultural and political forces in oak conservation and 

owners’ interpretive frames. How owners feel about the policy option of certification 

is related to the conditions they see on their property, how compatible they think their 

activities are with habitat, their perceived rights and obligations as property owners, 

and their beliefs about whether policy should reward, facilitate or penalize their 

management choices. This is evidence of Blumer’s (1937) theory that the meanings 

that people base their behavior on are derived through social interaction and 

interpretation. Figure 10 illustrates the multiple meanings that informants hold for oak, 

as evidenced by the multitude of policy options they suggested, the multiple 
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assumptions about owners’ behavioral motivations reflected in the policies, and the 

multiple points along the spectra of frames up which these policy suggestions fall. 

Frame conflict 

Figure 10 also illustrates areas of conflict between informants’ frames. An 

examination of the relative support for policy options by owners and natural resource 

professionals reveals how differences in their frames result in different policy 

preferences. Owners view humans as compatible with nature; as a result, they favor 

more interventionist conservation strategies such as allowing more diverse uses of oak 

lands through changes in rules and regulations or creation of markets. Because owners 

hold individual notions of property ownership, they believe habitat production should 

be purchased by society. Because owners believe that the role of policy in social 

change should be to build capacity and facilitate social learning while protecting their 

autonomy, they prefer devolved, negotiated approaches to conservation. Natural 

resource professionals, on the other hand, believe many human activities are 

incompatible with nature. Furthermore, they work for organizations and agencies 

whose missions are hinged on this assumption. As a result, they gravitate toward more 

preservationist management strategies such placing oak under strict conservation 

management through acquisition and easements. Because natural resource 

professionals hold more social notions of property ownership, they see a role for 

species regulation and zoning in protecting common good. Because natural resource 

professionals believe that policy should control human behavior in order to protect the 

public good, they prefer acquisition and regulation in addition to the more realistic 

 



 
 
 

161 
 

tools, incentives and technical assistance. However, they do not go as far as owners to 

advocate deregulation or devolution.  

The differences in the views of owners and natural resource professionals are 

indicative of what Goffman (1974) termed a “frame dispute,” the condition of 

different and competing frames. Dissonance exists not only in the frames used by 

owners and natural resource professionals as groups, but also by individuals. For 

example, two of the owners that suggested devolved, voluntary landowner-led 

conservation approaches also suggested protecting oak habitat through the more 

authoritative policy option, acquisition. Several of the natural resource professionals 

that advocated acquisition of oak habitat, treating it as a public good, also suggested 

providing tax incentives to owners, treating it as a private good that must, in a way, be 

purchased. Several of the natural resource professionals that suggested regulating oak 

habitat also suggested relaxing regulations that affect lands that support oak habitat. 

The six natural resource professionals that proposed creating markets for oak products 

to encourage maintaining and managing oak habitat did so out of practical political 

considerations. 

This inter- and intra-group conflict reveals that informants’ policy suggestions 

are hinged on conflicting assumptions about owners’ motivations and conflicting 

frames. This conflict is evidence that society is muddling through the social dialogue 

about how to and who should conserve habitat on private lands. It is indicative of a 

looming social crisis stemming from a struggle between two ideals: the pursuit of 

wealth and the common good. Habermas (1971) theorized that such “legitimation 
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crises” occur when social systems no longer engender social consensus and cleavages 

exist in the goals and ideals of society. In advanced capitalist societies, this occurs 

when the state can no longer use arguments of rationality, technology and efficiency to 

justify violations of the common good in the name of economic progress. The 

possibility of such a crisis is evidence that the kind of rationality that has dominated 

the fields of planning and natural resources has failed to facilitate pursuit of these two 

ideals simultaneously. In the case of oak conservation, owners perceive that society 

does not recognize their contributions to habitat conservation and that their oak 

conservation efforts come at personal cost. Moreover, they perceive that policy does 

not treat them as equal participants with equal knowledge. In contrast, natural resource 

professionals perceive that conservation is incompatible with human needs, that 

property individualism is eroding their ability to serve the public good, and that 

important social decisions should be made by experts. 

Frame compatibility 

The fact that natural resource professionals consider capacity and learning 

tools despite the mandates of their institutions is indicative of their willingness to 

deviate from traditional policy models. This signifies an interest in compromise and 

cooperation. It also raises questions about the apparent conflict in their frames. 

Differences in informants’ frames may be manifestations of structural forces, such as 

economics, laws and institutional priorities, as well as personal values and beliefs. 

Their frames may actually be more compatible than they at first appear. 
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A further reading of Figure 10 reveals that there are a number of more 

moderate policy options located in the middle ground of the spectra that, while less 

popular, received more balanced support from both groups; for example, ecosystem 

services markets, symbolic public campaigns linking oak conservation to the 

preservation of cultural heritage, participation, and cooperation. These policy options 

represent areas of compatibility in informants’ frames. They also make sense based on 

an understanding of owners' motivations. The compatible policy options in Figure 10 

indicate areas of common ground. They indicate that there is opportunity for groups to 

communicate and converge on policy strategies and to have “rational communication” 

about private land conservation. These findings help us zero in on range of policy 

tools that informants find some agreement on and that accommodate the ways they see 

the world. 

Opportunities for policy 

The policies that emerge from this analysis as worthy of further consideration 

are those that 1) hinge on assumptions that match the findings about owners’ 

motivations; 2) accommodate the frames of informants by addressing their perceptions 

of constraints, building on their capacities, serving their needs and seeking to achieve 

their goals; and 3) offer potential for Habermas’ rational communication by providing 

opportunities for both experts and laypeople to participate and treating expert and 

everyday knowledge as equal. In the context of oak conservation, such policies 

should: 
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1. Seek to protect the ecological conditions with which natural resource 
professionals are primarily concerned as well as the aesthetic and historical 
landscapes that are important to many owners.  

2. Allow for multiple strategies at different scales to accommodate owners’ 
diverse motivations and capacities. For example, they should:  

a. Address the regional decline in oak habitat about which natural 
resource professionals are concerned at the same time that they 
approach conservation through individual parcels, the lens through 
which owners’ view oak management, and  

b. Prioritize savanna, which many natural resource professionals view 
as the ideal for conservation, and woodlands, the restoration of 
which is often more feasible and economical for owners. 

3. Respect owners’ need for autonomy and natural resource professionals’ 
need for accountability. They should offset or compensate owners for the 
cost of oak conservation without imposing superfluous conditions and 
constraints. They should also ensure that funds are used as intended to 
achieve the desired ecological conditions.  

4. Accommodate owners’ preferences for devolved, negotiated decision-
making at the same time that they ensure a role for society in determining 
the amount and quality of conservation that should occur. 

Conservation easements, habitat mitigation banking (an ecosystem services 

market) and voluntary grassroots conservation initiatives (a form of cooperation) are 

worthy of consideration based on these criteria. Conservation easements satisfy 

owners’ desires to pursue multiple management goals, be involved in the negotiation 

of policy terms, retain control of land and receive compensation. Conservation 

easements also satisfy natural resource professionals’ desire for fixed-term binding 

management agreements that ensure accountability to the supporting public. Habitat 

mitigation banking satisfies owners’ need for autonomy, control over their land and 

compensation at the same time that is ensures strict management regimes and 

accountability for natural resource professionals. Grassroots initiatives offer owners 

opportunities for devolved, voluntary participation in conservation and provide forums 
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for landscape-level planning and involvement by experts which are important to 

natural resource professionals. 

Conclusion 

This research reveals the different frames for the human- nature relationship, 

property ownership and the role of policy in social change that influence how owners 

and natural resource professionals approach oak conservation and respond to policies. 

Understanding and illuminating these frames is one step towards fostering 

communication and mutual understanding between stakeholders in oak conservation. 

The findings suggest how policy can accommodate owners’ and natural resource 

professionals’ values for oak and perceptions of opportunities and constraints for its 

conservation. Ultimately, these recommendations may help stakeholders converge on 

mutually acceptable conservation strategies. 

This research also has implications for the broader area of private lands habitat 

conservation. It underscores the importance of considering the human dimensions of 

conservation efforts, especially the cultural circumstances behind the roles that 

stakeholder groups play in conservation. It is a complex set of values, beliefs, 

motivations and socio-economic contexts that make up these circumstances and that 

ultimately determine the success or failure of conservation strategies. This research 

also offers a new perspective on policy analysis, one that emphasizes building policy 

designs from the ground, up. Understanding private landowners and the different 

relationships they have with the land than other stakeholders can expose potential 

pitfalls for conflict as well as opportunities for collaboration. 
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6. MANUSCRIPT THREE. AN INTERPRETIVE ANALYSIS OF 
CONSERVATION POLICY FOR OREGON WHITE OAK 

 
Introduction 

Several policy theorists advocate tailoring policy to the underlying motivations 

of target groups (Schneider and Ingram 1990, 1993; Schon and Rein 1994). This 

research focuses on conservation of the threatened Oregon white oak habitat on family 

forests in Oregon’s Willamette Valley. The specific objective is to analyze potential 

oak conservation policies using information about the target group’s motivations and 

stakeholders’ interpretive frames. I use qualitative methods to examine family forest 

owners’ knowledge, beliefs, and values for oak and the socio-economic context in 

which they make management decisions. I also compare owners’ and natural resource 

professionals’ cognitive frames. I analyze three policy options proposed by informants 

using this information. 

Background 

In the United States, many of the thorniest natural resource conflicts occur on 

private lands. This is especially true in the Willamette Valley of Western Oregon, 

where 96% of the land area and four out of five threatened habitat types are privately 

owned (Oregon Biodiversity Project 1998). The valley’s hallmark habitat type, 

Oregon white oak (Quercus garryana), is arguably the most vulnerable.  

Over two hundred species, forty-five of which are at-risk, are associated with 

Oregon white oak in Oregon, making it one of the most biologically diverse habitat 

types in the state (Thysell and Carey 2001, Hagar and Stern 2001, Staniford, 2002). 
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This research refers to the range of conditions of the Oregon white oak habitat type in 

the foothills and valleys of the Willamette Basin—from savannas of open-grown oaks 

to woodlands to oak thickets—as “oak habitat” or “oak.” Due to its location in prime 

areas for expansion of urban development, vineyards and tree plantations, and the 

elimination of the periodic fires to which it is adapted, the quantity and quality of oak 

habitat is in decline. More than 90% of the original oak habitat in Oregon has been 

lost, and between 61,580 and 172,192 acres remain (Atterbury Consultants Inc. 1992; 

Klock et al. 1998, ODF&W 2006). Oak’s dependence on frequent disturbance makes 

conservation labor-intensive and costly. Stands must be regularly cleared of invasive 

vegetation, thinned to release oaks, and planted with native grasses and forbs (Vesely 

and Tucker 2004). 

Much of the remaining oak is found on family forest lands. More than 263,000 

acres of family forestland support oak habitat in the Willamette Valley (Atterbury 

Consultants Inc. 1992). Family forest owners typically are knowledgeable about 

ecological systems and hold ecological objectives among their multiple management 

goals (Brunson et al. 1996, Johnson et al. 1999, Jones et al.1995). Many are also 

skilled in active management practices necessary for conserving dynamic ecosystems 

such as oak. For these reasons, family forest owners are essential to any oak 

conservation strategy in the region. However, their ability and propensity to conserve 

oak is conditioned by their limited ecological knowledge and competing economic 

objectives for their land (Fischer and Bliss 2006). 
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The success of any policy effort depends on the extent to which it embodies 

the values and perspectives of its target group (Schneider and Ingram 1990, 1993). 

Schneider and Ingram (1990) offer a framework for analyzing policy tools based on 

theories of individual behavior: authority tools assume people are motivated to obey 

rules; incentive tools assume individuals are utility maximizers and will make choices 

that will lead to tangible payoffs; capacity tools assume people lack necessary 

information, skills or other resources to make decisions; symbolic and hortatory tools 

assume people are motivated by beliefs and values that can be manipulated; learning 

tools assume people are uncertain about the nature of a problem and its solution, but 

can learn to select appropriate tools. 

Embodying the values and perspectives of a target group requires 

policymakers to go beyond the technocratic model of decision-making (Holling 1995, 

Fischer 2000). More scientific information and expert advice alone do not resolve 

complex problems, especially in contexts like family forestry where owners have 

diverse objectives and emotional ties to their lands. Moreover, because ecosystems 

defy property boundaries, conservation cannot take place on a parcel-by-parcel basis 

(Landres et al.1998). Some analysts argue for a cooperative model built on 

communication, mutual understanding and trust between stakeholders (Fischer 2000, 

Yaffee 2000). 

One way to foster such a cooperative model is to incorporate interpretive 

techniques into policy analysis. Interpretivists view policy as a multidimensional 

process in which decisions are based both on “scientific fact” and social values (Rist 
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2000, Fischer 2003, Schön and Rein 1994, Stone 1988, Yannow 2000, Dryzek 1990, 

Rist 2000). In this view, policy analysis should examine the pressures that affect 

people’s interpretations of policy problems and goals, choices of policy settings and 

tools, and ultimately, responses to implemented policies (Howlett and Ramesh 2003, 

Rist 2000, Fischer 2003, Schneider and Ingram 1993, Dryzek 1990). Understanding 

how people frame problems can reveal areas of conflict and compatibility in their 

values, beliefs and underlying assumptions about policy issues (Schön and Rein 1994, 

Yannow 2000). While interpretivistism has been used in studies of broad natural 

resource controversies and policy debates, it has not been applied to the analysis and 

design of specific policies. 

Methods 

The research discussed in this paper draws from ethnography and policy 

studies. Thirty-five in depth individual interviews and five focus group interviews 

comprised the primary methods of data collection. In the tradition of case study 

research, participant observation and analysis of secondary materials were used for 

triangulation. Facilitating policy deliberations as part of the focus groups and seeking 

feedback from informant-advisors brought a participatory element into the research. 

Analysis involved a qualitative protocol of coding, memo-writing and theory-building. 

Informants comprised a purposive sample of two of the main stakeholder 

groups in oak conservation in Oregon. The population included individuals that own 

land and employees of private businesses, conservation organizations and public 

natural resource agencies that work in areas where oak is present in the Willamette 

 



 
 
 

170 
 

Valley. The Willamette Valley was chosen because it is the primary location of the 

Oregon white oak habitat type in Oregon. I refer to landowners as “owners” and all the 

other informants as “natural resource professionals.” In using the term natural resource 

professionals, I refer to individuals who are employed in a natural resource field, and 

do not mean to imply that they have more expertise than landowners or anyone else. 

I identified the owner sample frame by collecting lists of owners of diverse 

parcel sizes, oak habitats and conservation attitudes from Oregon State University 

Forestry Extension offices, Soil and Water Conservation Districts, state and federal 

natural resource agencies, land trusts and watershed councils. From a frame of 80 

owners, I interviewed a total of 36 owners (Table 1),18 individually and 18 in focus 

groups. I identified the sample frame for the natural resource professionals through 

snowball sampling, beginning with some of the most visible participants in 

conservation policy and oak conservation efforts in the Willamette Valley. From a 

frame of 86 natural resource professionals I interviewed a total of 32 individuals: 18 

public natural resource agents, including foresters, biologists and planners; eight 

private conservationists, including foresters, ecologists, and administrators; two 

administrators for organizations that serve private landowners; two private consulting 

foresters; and two natural resource sector business people (Table 2). I interviewed 19 

natural resource professionals individually and 17 in focus groups. I determined the 

final size of the sample through theoretical saturation, the technique of capping sample 

size when the collection of additional units of data yields proportionally smaller units 

of findings (Strauss 1987). I protect informants’ confidentiality with pseudonyms.  

 



 
 
 

171 
 

 

The traditional six-step process for analyzing policy problems (Patton and 

Sawicki 1993, Gupta 2001) provides the framework for interpreting the results. After 

describing informants’ perspectives on the policy situation, I identify the policies and 

explain the criteria I use to evaluate them. Then I present the analysis itself and depict 

it in three figures. Finally, I suggest ways to monitor and evaluate the policies. 

Recognizing that policy strategies often blend a number of policies, and that a “best 

alternative” is a subjective, contextual choice, I do not identify a single most workable 

option. 

Results and discussion 

Description of the policy situation 

Both owners and natural resource professionals acknowledged that private 

landowner cooperation is crucial to oak conservation. However, they viewed the 

causes of and solutions to oak conservation differently, in part because the two groups 

hold different interpretive frames for the human-nature relationship, property 

ownership and the role of policy in social change (see manuscript 2). Their views were 

evident in their perceptions of the constraints and opportunities for oak conservation, 

presented in Figure 11. In the figure additive forces benefit oak habitat or contribute to 

its conservation and subtractive forces cause degradation of oak habitat or constrain 

oak conservation. The forces fall into four categories: biophysical, cultural, economic 

and policy. 

No informants identified positive biophysical forces in oak conservation (first 

column, Figure 11). While both groups recognized the important role owners could  



 

 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11. Model of forces that add to and subtract from oak conservation according to informants

AAA ddd ddd iii ttt iii vvv eee fff ooo rrr ccc eee sss

Goal: 
OAK 

CONSERVATION 

SSS uuu bbb ttt rrr aaa ccc ttt iii vvv eee    fff ooo rrr ccc eee sss  

Rents, payments and 
cost-shares

Aesthetic appeal 
Cultural heritage 
Stewardship ethics 

CULTURALBIOPHYSICAL ECONOMIC POLICY

Absence of fire and 
management 

Suppression by 
invasive species 

Lack of regeneration 
Land conversion

Lack of awareness 
Preference for Douglas-

fir  
Fear of regulation 
Fear of loss of 

autonomy

Lack of income 
opportunities from 
oak (little reason to 
exploit oak)

Lack of public funds  
Management costs  
Opportunity costs  

Requires active 
management

SUBTRACTIVE 
FORCES 

Zoning and overlays 
Species regulation 
Forest Practices Act 

ADDITIVE & 
SUBTRACTIVE 
FORCES 

ADDITIVE 
FORCES 

Land use require-
ments to maintain 
tax deferrals 



 
 
 
 
 

play in fulfilling oak’s active management requirements, many natural resource 

professionals believed that strict conservation management through public ownership 

or easements was necessary in order to control invasive species and land conversion. 

Owners, on the other hand, wanted more autonomy in their land use decisions. They 

said they would feel more inclined to conserve oak if they experienced fewer policy 

constraints and less government oversight. Owners were more inclined than many 

natural resource professionals to assume that human activities are compatible with 

natural systems.  

Both groups identified a number of cultural limitations to oak conservation 

(column 2, Figure 11), specifically society’s preoccupation with Douglas-fir, owners’ 

fear of creating habitat and invoking environmental regulations, and general lack of 

public awareness of oak’s decline. Yet they also recognized oak’s aesthetic appeal, 

especially its ability to evoke images of the valley at the time of pioneer settlement. 

On the whole, owners expressed more anthropocentric values for oak than natural 

resource professionals, many of whom instead emphasized oak’s intrinsic ecological 

values.  

The costs and the lack of financial rewards were of particular concern to 

informants (column 3, Figure 11). However, while many natural resource 

professionals felt public incentive programs should seek to make oak conservation less 

burdensome to owners, owners felt they should be compensated for all the costs 

associated with oak conservation, including the value of forgone opportunities. 

Owners assumed an individualistic model of property rights, which assigns control 
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over all decisions and uses to the fee simple title holder. Natural resource 

professionals assumed a more social model of property, which shares responsibility 

for protecting public goods such as habitat with landowners and society at large.  

Informants held conflicting views on the role of policy in oak conservation 

(column 4, Figure 11). While both groups advocated rent, payment and cost-share 

programs, they also felt most incentives were insufficient to compensate for the 

burden of oak conservation. While some natural resource professionals recommended 

protecting oak habitat through land use zoning, both groups criticized Oregon’s land 

use rules for encouraging conversion of oak on sites with high soil quality to 

commercial forests and farms and oak on sites with marginal soil quality to residential 

development (Wiley, 2001). Both groups also acknowledged that while environmental 

regulations—particularly the Endangered Species Act and special conservation areas 

in local comprehensive plans—have been important tools in conservation, they have 

also transformed rare habitats such as oak into liabilities for the many owners who fear 

government oversight and restrictions. Owners did not express distain for all 

regulations. Family forest owners do not uniformly oppose Oregon’s Forest Practices 

Rules (Johnson et al. 1997, Hairston-Strang and Adams 1997). However, they 

perceived that regulations constrain management by reducing property values and 

limiting land uses. Natural resource professionals wanted to make regulations more 

acceptable to owners. However, because they recognized limitations in incentive and 

capacity-building policies, most preferred authoritative policy approaches. Owners, on 
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the other hand, preferred more voluntary, negotiated policy approaches and wanted to 

relax or eliminate regulations. 

Identification of alternative policies 

Informants explored many policy options ranging from acquisition and 

regulation to education and eco-labeling (Figure 10). Yet three policies seemed most 

worthy of consideration: habitat mitigation banking (an ecosystem services market), 

conservation easements and grassroots conservation initiatives (a form of 

cooperation). These policies received relatively balanced support from owners and 

natural resource professionals (Figure 10) in response to the question, “What policies 

would be most appropriate for conserving oak?” They also appeared to be relatively 

consistent with informants’ understandings of the forces in oak conservation and 

perspectives on the compatibility of private ownership and conservation, the 

obligations of property ownership and the role of policy in social change. Habitat 

mitigation banking appeared to have potential to compensate owners for oak 

conservation costs with minimal government intervention. It also hinges on an 

underlying regulatory framework that can ensure owners’ compliance to the land use 

and conservation standards that society wants. Conservation easements seemed to 

have potential to satisfy natural resource professionals’ desire for accountability and 

control over human-nature interactions while also accommodating owners’ need for 

autonomy and continued involvement with the land. Grassroots conservation 

initiatives were popular among owners because they embody the voluntary, negotiated 
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model of decision-making that they prefer. Also, several natural resource professionals 

also advocated them as a realistic alternative to regulation. 

Other policy options either lacked appeal to informants, an important element 

in interpretive policy analysis, or required the use of too many assumptions. For 

example, despite the central role environmental laws have played in conservation over 

the past century, owners were emphatic that environmental regulations penalize 

owners of the last remaining habitats and incite pre-emptive habitat destruction, 

outcomes feared by natural resource professionals. While owners’ populist values for 

oak would warrant symbolic campaigns to inspire voluntary conservation, very few 

informants suggested them. Although several owners advocated oak wood markets as 

the best incentive for people to care for their oak stands, more informants argued that 

increasing demand would overwhelm the fragile and limited resource. Natural 

resource professionals were especially concerned that growing oak commercially 

would not create the conditions that many oak-associated species need. Finally, while 

many owners suggested modifying land use laws to permit income-generation through 

real estate development and tourism, the dearth of information about such policies 

would have rendered analysis tenuous. 

Explanation of evaluation criteria  

This analysis employs two sets of evaluation criteria based on interpretive 

policy theory and Schneider and Ingram’s (1990) behavioral assumptions framework: 

1) logical connection to the characteristics of the intended target group and 2) 
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compatibility with informants’ measures of success, which stem from their interpretive 

frames: 

1. Policies should seek to protect the ecological conditions that natural 
resource professionals are primarily concerned about as well as the 
aesthetic and historical landscapes that are important to many owners. They 
should allow for multiple strategies at different scales to accommodate 
natural resource professionals’ goals to conserve oak species and 
conditions regionally and owners’ diverse management objectives and 
financial limitations.  

2. Policies should offset or compensate owners for the cost of oak 
conservation and ensure that owners produce ecological conditions that 
society values.  

3. Policies should offer owners opportunities to voluntarily engage in 
decision-making at the local level at the same time that they ensure a role 
for society in determining the amount and quality of conservation that 
should occur. 

As part of each evaluation, I also conduct an impact analysis by examining potential 

intended and unintended outcomes of each policy option (Gupta 2001), which I 

display in three policy logic charts in Figures 12, 13 and 14.  

Evaluation of alternative policies 

Habitat mitigation banking 

Definition 

Habitat mitigation banking is a type of ecosystem services market in which 

parties receive or make payments for land use activities that affect habitat. The bank 

itself is a defined physical area that is protected in perpetuity through a conservation 

easement and managed for the benefit of a habitat type or species (Fox and Nino-

Murcia 2005). Habitat mitigation banking relies on two primary policy tools, 

incentives and authority. Credits for conservation and debits for environmental 
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damage establish the framework of tangible rewards. Local, state and federal natural 

resource and land use regulation set baseline standards. Habitat mitigation policies 

allow owners and easement holders to earn credits for exceeding these rules and 

compel developers and landowners to pay debits for violating them (Fox and Nino-

Murcia 2005, USFWS 2005). Habitat mitigation banking enables developers and 

public service infrastructure projects to pay for environmental damages that result 

from their work instead of mitigating them themselves on site, which can be of 

negligible benefit. By allowing off-site mitigation, habitat mitigation banking enables 

owners and easement holders to channel credits strategically toward priority habitats 

(Wilcove and Lee 2004, USFWS 2005). 

Logical connection to characteristics of target group 

Owners’ views on the role of incentives and regulation in oak conservation 

have implications for the utility of habitat mitigation banking. Their perspectives on 

oak conservation suggest that they are motivated by tangible rewards, such as 

compensation, yet alienated by the many risks and constraints they associate with 

regulation. 

Owners described habitat as a product and a public good for which they should 

be compensated. For example, Lance Norton, an owner of 460 acres of forestland, 

asserted that his choice to keep his land as forest instead of developing it or planting 

vineyards provides a social benefit for which he should be rewarded. 

The wildlife that our society values lives right here…on tree 
farms…The deer, the elk, the birds, the hawks, the whole works…they 
make their homes here and that’s a benefit to society…If society values 
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wildlife and varied types of habitat, then that’s something we need to 
recognize. 

Norton explained that he views programs that provide payments and rents for 

setting land aside for habitat as compensation. 

It was a pretty substantial amount of money that [the Fish and Wildlife 
Service was] prepared to pay people for set-asides and restoration 
work. I looked at it…as compensation, absolutely I did. 

Lacey Bidwell, an owner of 3000 acres, argued that society should not expect 

habitat for free. 

If society thinks [oak is] that important, then everybody else has to 
pony up, not just the landowner…I'm going to be a lot more agreeable 
if everybody else is pitching in. 

Owners were overwhelmingly interested in market-based incentives for oak 

conservation. Sixteen owners—more than half the sample—suggested developing 

markets for products from oak habitat such as truffles and mistletoe as well as oak 

flooring, furniture and wine casks (Figure 10). They argued that by generating income 

from oak products, owners can justify conserving and managing oak habitat rather 

than converting it to commercial timber plantations and vineyards. 

Five owners mentioned ecosystem services markets such as habitat mitigation 

banking. Will O’Brian, an owner of 400 acres, 200 of which is oak savanna and 

prairie, said, 

I’ve been looking at…possibly developing some of that acreage…into 
wine grapes. But where I see a possibly bigger economic value is in the 
endangered species issue. You can produce or sell mitigation points. 

He was interested in habitat mitigation banking because he could earn income without 

harvesting or converting oak habitat. 
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While owners supported incentives, they did not support regulation, habitat 

mitigation banking’s secondary tool. Owners described rules and regulations as 

impositions on their well-intentioned management practices. Fritz Quinn, an owner of 

more than 200 acres of timberland, is actively restoring 40 acres of savanna to provide 

habitat for an endangered species. Yet he said, 

I’ll be damned if I would ask any agency entomologist to come out 
because then you get into the regulations and they starting deeming 
your management…I’d dig my heels in…I’m going to do a lot more for 
that critter and for that habitat without their guidance. 

Many owners, like Quinn, believed that environmental regulations transform habitat 

from an asset into a liability for people who do not want their management practices or 

autonomy constrained. Two owners said they abhorred all government interference in 

private affairs, specifically regulation, and would likely have disapproved of habitat 

mitigation banking on these grounds. 

Two owners—both self-identified conservationists—were skeptical about 

habitat mitigation banking in particular because of its reliance on a regulatory 

framework. Norman Peters, a professional who owns almost 400 acres of timber land 

scattered with oak as a real estate investment, argued that any policy predicated on 

regulation would fail to conserve oak. In Peters’ view, habitat mitigation banking 

would turn oak into a liability that would be too easy to eliminate. 

You regulate properties and you give regulated parties the option of 
buying their way out of regulation. That apparently works for wetlands 
because you either have wetlands or you don’t…But if you’re talking 
about species associated with an anthropogenic ecosystem, that’s 
entirely different, because…they can destroy that habitat as simply as 
taking their hands off of it. 
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Peters’ comment suggests that if owners perceive that an environmental policy 

threatens to reduce the values of their assets, they will react by neglecting or 

eliminating vulnerable habitats, rather than conserving them to earn credits. His view 

suggests that owners are concerned about predictability in the policy environment, 

protecting land values and retaining independence and decision-making power. It 

reflects their fear that they may trigger regulation by providing habitat that attracts 

endangered species, which will in turn constrain their decision-making abilities and 

reduce their property values. 

The logic of habitat mitigation banking suggests that it may be an appropriate 

strategy for conserving oak on family forests, though questions remain. Owners value 

oak habitat and believe they should be compensated for providing it. Their beliefs 

about compensation imply that they are motivated by tangible reward, an underlying 

assumption of policies that employ incentives (Schneider and Ingram 1990). Their 

beliefs also imply that they view ownership in individualistic terms; that conservation 

is a social good and landowners should not bear the costs of providing this good alone. 

Ecosystem services markets such as habitat mitigation banking are consistent with 

these values, beliefs and motivations. However, owners’ beliefs and values are less 

consistent with the underlying assumption of policies that rely on authority: 

motivation to obey rules (Schneider and Ingram 1990). Owners are leery of direct 

government involvement in land use decisions and do not want to be constrained by 

more rules. While these owners may not be amenable to regulation of oak habitat, 
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their motivation to receive compensation may still compel them to respond to markets 

built on regulatory foundations. 

Natural resource professionals corroborated this evidence for habitat mitigation 

banking. Many supported the concept itself; eight natural resource professionals 

proposed various examples of ecosystem services markets as conservation policies for 

oak. They also believed that owners would respond to tangible rewards provided by 

habitat mitigation banking based on their own experiences with owners. Farley Davis, 

an agency forester, argued that if society wants owners to do something with their 

property other than “what makes sense economically” (such as converting oak to 

vineyards) it needs to pay them through incentives, tax reductions and ecosystem 

services payments.  

One of the reasons natural resource professionals supported habitat mitigation 

banking was that they believed market-based incentives impose fewer administrative 

burdens on owners than traditional rent and payment programs. In addition, habitat 

mitigation banking provides an opportunity for society to make perpetrators pay for 

habitat damage, creating funds that can encourage conservation elsewhere. Frank 

Ames, a consulting forester who works with many family forest owners, explained, 

We shouldn’t saddle the landowner with a bunch of applications; we 
should say, “We’ve got some money from the power plants. You’ve got 
1000 acres…If you’ll agree not to cut any oak and let it be, [you’ll get 
paid].” 

Natural resource professionals’ support for habitat conservation banking and 

validation of owners’ motivations provides further justification for considering this 

policy option.  
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Consistency with informants’ measures of success 

Habitat mitigation banking meets many of informants’ ideas for successful 

conservation policies. Habitat mitigation banking can be used to conserve species and 

ecological processes or aesthetic and culturally significant landscapes. By making it 

possible to apply funds from debits to the conservation of priority oak habitats, habitat 

mitigation banking addresses the regional decline in oak habitat. At the same time, it 

operates on a local scale of by allowing owners to earn credits through conservation of 

individual properties. By leaving the decision to respond to the market up to owners, 

habitat mitigation banking accommodates owners’ need for autonomy at the same time 

that it compensates them for the costs of oak conservation. The regulations that 

underlie habitat mitigation can assure natural resource professionals that land uses 

meet minimum environmental standards. Habitat mitigation banking accommodates 

owners’ preferences for devolved and voluntary decision-making; as a market, it 

allows people choose to participate. At the same time, as a public policy, it ensures a 

role for society to determine and hold owners accountable for the amount and quality 

of conservation that occurs. 

Potential impacts 

Figure 12 depicts potential direct and indirect outcomes of a habitat mitigation 

banking policy. Intended outcomes are represented in boxes with solid lines. 

Unintended outcomes are represented in boxes with dashed lines. If the assumptions 

are accurate, owners of oak habitat will respond to habitat mitigation banking by 

conserving oak to earn credits and developers will compensate for damages instead of 
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conducting on-site mitigation. By incentivizing conservation of oak without direct 

government intervention, habitat mitigation banking will enable owners to retain their 

autonomy and control over their management decisions. The benefits of conservation 

may outweigh the costs owners often associate with providing habitat and responding 

to policies. If habitat mitigation banking efficiently debits those individuals or 

enterprises that destroy oak habitat, owners can expect to be compensated for the full 

costs of their conservation efforts. As a result, oak habitat may be conserved at no net 

loss to owners. If adequate accountability measures are instituted, such a policy could 

ensure natural resource professionals that funds are used as intended and that 

conservation efforts result in desired conditions.  

A habitat mitigation banking policy makes other assumptions that are more 

difficult to examine and that may result in unintended outcomes. For example, habitat 

mitigation banking assumes that society places enough value on habitat to pay 

sufficiently for it. In the current political climate, where policymakers and the public 

are retreating from regulation, might developers refuse to pay enough for habitat 

credits? If they yield enough influence on habitat mitigation banking policies, the 

value of credits may not compensate owners for their opportunity costs. When asked 

why ecosystem services markets hadn’t gained traction in Oregon, Barb Lambert, a 

state land use planner, pointed out that the state lacks a large enough constituency to 

support it. She suggested that society might not value habitat enough to pay 

sufficiently for its conservation. If landowners cannot earn enough in credits for 

conserving habitat, they may not respond to a habitat mitigation banking policy, or
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Figure 12. Policy logic chart: Habitat mitigation banking 



 
 
 
 
 

worse, they may respond perversely by eliminating the habitat that they perceive has 

become a liability. 

Habitat mitigation banking also assumes that the conservation activities that 

owners engage in to earn credits will actually conserve oak. Several natural resource 

professionals admitted that little scientific evidence exists for oak conservation 

practices. Allan Cox and Vince Atwell, ecologists with private conservation groups, 

pointed out that almost no studies have been conducted on to evaluate the effects of 

oak restoration techniques such as burning and mowing. The lack of data on the 

effects of restoration treatments on habitat quality and processes indicates that little 

may be known about the habitat needs of oak-associated species (Vesely and Tucker 

2004). Furthermore, it is unclear how much oversight landowners will tolerate given 

the value of the credits. If it cannot be ensured that credit-earning conservation 

activities will actually conserve oak, or if accountability measures inflate opportunity 

costs beyond acceptable thresholds, landowners might not respond to a habitat 

mitigation banking policy as hoped. 

Finally, habitat mitigation banking assumes an individualistic model of 

property ownership. Developers pay to avoid land use rules and landowners receive 

payments to conserve habitat. Such a policy may institutionalize a notion of ownership 

that abdicates responsibility for the environment. As a result, landowners may 

increasingly expect society to pay them to conserve habitat rather than consider 

conservation as part of the obligations of ownership.  
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Conservation Easements 

Definition 

A conservation easement is a voluntary, negotiated agreement between an 

owner and another entity, often a private land trust or public agency, on the uses of a 

parcel of land. The agreement divides rights defined by the land title between the 

landowner and the easement holder (Gustanski and Squires 2000). Conservation 

easements are used to shield open space from development, protect ecological 

functions and habitats in working forest and farmlands, and preserve scenic landscapes 

for tourism and public enjoyment. Easements can be perpetual or for limited time 

periods (Gustanski and Squires 2000). Conservation easements rely on two primary 

policy tools, incentives and authority. Owners give up rights and agree to restrictions 

on the use of their properties in exchange for rewards, such as payments from the 

grantee and tax relief. The easement agreements comprise the rules that permit and 

prohibit uses under the easement. Legal recourse can be taken if either party violates 

the agreement.  

Logical connection to characteristics of target group 

Owners are clearly motivated by the incentives that accompany conservation 

easements yet they enter into agreements with outsiders and place encumbrances on 

their properties with trepidation. Six owners suggested conservation easements as a 

policy option for oak conservation. Owners who had experience with conservation 

easements lauded them as incentive to use property for conservation. For example, 

Barry Hubbard purchased a 225-acre piece of farmland in order to conserve the wet 
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prairie and oak savanna. He placed the land in a conservation easement through a 

government program. Limiting the farm uses reduced the property value. Yet Hubbard 

said that the annual rent that the program provides allowed him “to get my money 

back out of property without having to install drainage and farm it.” Several owners 

liked conservation easements because they can be used to protect land in perpetuity 

and prevent heirs and future buyers from undoing their conservation achievements. 

Several other owners did not advocate conservation easements specifically yet 

implied that they might participate given adequate compensation and control. For 

example, the easement that Lance Norton sold to a government agency covered the 

cost of thinning encroaching Douglas-fir trees from his oak stand; 

I couldn’t believe that I partnered with the U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service, which was a really new [idea] for me…[The] area that I 
wanted to set aside…[the easement agreement] was basically able to 
fund that…it’ll be set aside forever…Got what I wanted and I think 
society will benefit. 

Some owners acknowledged that receiving compensation for easements 

justified entering into agreements with land trusts and public agencies and setting land 

aside for conservation. Norman Peters explained, 

You may lose the development rights but through the conservation 
easement you'll be rewarded for this; you'll be paid for it. In terms of 
the bundle of sticks, you'd be selling the stick of development rights 
and, if there is a willing seller and a willing buyer, you're not losing 
money. It's theoretically a fair trade and everybody gains. 

Two owners that were concerned about encumbering their entire properties 

suggested placing easements only on individual trees. Garth Anders believed public 

and private entities might purchase easements on large, branchy, open-grown savanna 
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oaks, which he called “legacy oaks.” He claimed he would protect the many 

overtopped oaks on his property if he could sell easements on them. With the help of 

the easement buyer, he said he would mark them clearly and monitor them to prevent 

damage, especially from his Douglas-fir logging operations. 

When you put a guy up there logging, when he sees these big oaks, if 
he's a fir logger, [oak] is the one to target and knock all of the branches 
off…If you were getting rent for that tree, then you'd say, "Don't you 
hit that tree or I'm going to lose my rent!” 

Andy McDonald, a geologist, said that he would be interested in selling easements on 

the oak trees that he is regenerating on the 84 acres of grass seed fields, which old 

family photos suggest used to be an oak savanna. 

While owners were reluctant to encumber their land, several pointed out 

advantages of conservation easements; they allow owners to negotiate terms and 

therefore influence the outcomes of the agreements. Some owners wanted to protect 

oak habitat while pursuing development rights. Nancy Young suggested combining 

conservation easements with Planned Unit Developments (PUDs), which are designed 

groupings of land uses, such as housing, recreation, or businesses, all within one 

development or subdivision. She envisioned PUDs that would restrict residential 

impacts to specific areas and place remaining habitat lands in conservation easements, 

the management of which would be funded by homeowner fees. She explained, 

We all agree that oaks require perpetual maintenance…It's a great 
marriage to have people living on the property that care deeply about it 
and are putting money into it, you know…Ten families sharing 250 
acres, it's a big enough habitat chunk…It's no different than a 
subdivision that has a common space; the homeowners’ association 
dues pay for that. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_use
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Housing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Recreation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Subdivision
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Other owners did not believe that the incentives associated with easements 

justify encumbering one’s land. These owners were concerned about placing 

restrictions on land uses and implied that owners should not be constrained by rules. 

They were specifically concerned about the rigid time terms of conservation 

easements. Several owners argued that perpetual easements in particular limit owners’ 

abilities to respond to important choices in the future. Fritz Quinn warned, 

What if in 1984, when the timber industry collapsed and we didn't 
know where we were going to get our fir to run the mills, the owner of 
my 40 acres was so scared of that timber shortage that he wrote a 
conservation easement and said there will be nothing done on this land 
to discourage the growth of fir. Where would I be today? Conservation 
easements are great for some people, but…you don't know what is 
going to happen beyond the grave. 

Owners were also concerned about restricting the choices of the next 

generation. Yvonne Price predicted that heirs of lands under easement would want to 

reverse their decisions to protect oak in perpetuity, especially if the land use system 

became more flexible and more land became developable. Yet she was, like Quinn, 

uncomfortable making decisions for her children. Four owners suggested that 

perpetual conservation easements could be more workable if they could build “trap 

doors” into them to account for major changes in society. Lacey Bidwell, who 

manages her family’s 3000-acre timber property, 60 acres of which is oak woodland, 

suggested that 10 to 15 years would be a better time frame than perpetuity. 

Some owners implied that conservation easements, for all their rigidity, don’t 

ensure enough predictability. They feared that easement holders would eventually 

undergo changes that would prevent them from adhering to the agreement terms. 
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Some owners that still supported conservation easements despite this limitation argued 

that easements should be held by private organizations because the priorities and 

policies of public agencies are subject to too much change. Others argued that private 

easement holders do not have the same long term capacity for follow up and 

enforcement as permanent government agencies. This raises questions about the extent 

to which owners oppose the easements themselves, or the entities that often hold 

easements. 

Two owners opposed conservation easements outright. They feared that 

sharing control of land placed the institution of private ownership and the cultures that 

rely on working the land at risk. For example Rosemary Dow, a rancher and timber 

owner, claimed that conservation easements are a ploy by immigrants from California 

to “lock up” working farm and forest lands for their own recreational and aesthetic 

enjoyment. Such concerns have been debated in the literature. Merenlender at al. 

(2004) question whether conservation easements are disproportionately benefiting 

wealthy landowners. Standiford and Scott (2001), on the other hand, found that the 

values of properties near open spaces in California are increasing, indicating that 

protecting natural areas with conservation easements may benefit local landowners. 

Owners’ interest in compensation suggests that they are motivated by tangible 

rewards, the assumption underlying incentive policies (Schneider and Ingram 1990). If 

high enough, conservation easement payments and tax relief rewards can compensate 

owners for forgoing other uses of their land. However, the extent to which owners are 

motivated to obey rules, the assumption of authority tools (Schneider and Ingram 
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1990), is less clear. The owners that were familiar with conservation easements were 

willing to abide by some rules and restrictions on the use of their lands as long as they 

could receive compensation and continue the uses that are most important to them. 

Unlike other authority tools such as regulation that force target groups to conform to 

desired behavioral norms, easements allow owners to negotiate the rights they will 

retain. As long as there are willing buyers, owners can also choose to enter into 

agreements with the entities they please, private or public. It is possible that more 

owners might be attracted to conservation easements if they were more familiar with 

them and recognized the flexibility and control they allow. 

Most natural resource professionals confirmed the potential of conservation 

easements. They supported conservation easements as a policy option and believed 

they could address owners’ needs and interests. Several natural resource professionals 

asserted that easements, unlike many other incentives, can compensate owners for 

opportunity costs of oak conservation. Farley Davis explained why traditional 

incentives are insufficient. 

I don’t think there’s enough economic benefit…because of the 
economic drivers you’re facing right now. You’ve got somebody 
banging on your door and saying, “Look, I’ll give you ten grand an acre 
for your property with the grapes on it” versus [the Environmental 
Quality Incentives Program] saying, “We’ll pay you next year.” I mean, 
“No, duh!” 

Davis implied that conservation easements would be a better alternative when 

he argued that the only way to save oak would be to “find a way to permanently 

protect those areas and bring enough money to the table to make it worth the 

landowner’s efforts to protect that.” Randy Thomas, a county parks manager, pointed 
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out the value of conservation easements in providing better income for people whose 

land is either not developable due to land use restrictions or not suitable for farm and 

forest uses due to poor soil quality. 

Several natural resource professionals asserted conservation easements benefit 

owners by enabling them to include uses that are compatible with their interests in the 

easement terms. Victoria Murphy explained, 

Conservation easements used to mean that it’s land without houses on 
it, for example, oak land that cannot be developed. Now it really means 
more than that. [It’s an] agreement or contract between the holder and 
the landowner [that] specifies the management.  

In contrast, two natural resource professionals cautioned against conservation 

easements. They believed that owners’ fears about conservation easements as a tool to 

limit uses on private lands are justified. Charles Gardener, the director of a private 

forests interest group, was particularly critical of easements held by public agencies. 

“Conservation easement” is a bad word. There’s just too much history 
behind it…Control of the land! [Public agencies and land trusts] want 
control of the land!…Public ownership is giving away your property 
rights, no matter what the incentive. 

Dennis Bard, a forester and policy analyst with a public agency, was skeptical 

of conservation easements’ appeal to owners because of the restrictions they impose 

on land use choices. 

You ask a landowner if he wants to do something and there's no strings 
attached, they’ll then go there. But if you say if you have to lock it in 
for 50 years, they won't go there, even if it's where they want to 
go…Allowing people to go there, you can get a lot done. Forcing them 
to go there, it just ain't going to work 
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The fact that several owners and natural resource professionals perceived 

conservation easements as a threat to private property rights raises questions about 

their potential for having legitimacy with owners, even if owners become more 

familiar with them. Conservation easements’ reliance on authority tools, specifically 

rules and restrictions on land use, may conflict too much with owners’ perspectives on 

property ownership and the role that policy should play in social change. 

Consistency with informants’ evaluation criteria 

Conservation easements meet many of the informants’ criteria for successful 

conservation. They can address the regional decline in oak habitat the same time that 

they approach conservation through individual properties. The flexibility of 

conservation easements allow some easement holders to focus on biological goals 

while others focus on preserving working lands or culturally important landscapes. 

Conservation easements can also address oak’s decline in a way that is economically 

rewarding for owners. If easement holders have enough funds, owners can expect to 

be compensated for the full costs of their conservation efforts. By relying on voluntary 

agreement by owners and accommodating owners’ land use interests, easements 

respect owners’ need for autonomy; they allow owners to retain some control over 

land. If adequate accountability measures are instituted, conservation easements also 

ensure natural resource professionals that funds are used as intended and that 

conservation efforts result in desired conditions. The concept of conservation 

easements builds on owners’ preferences for devolved and voluntary decision-making 
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processes at the same time that it ensures a role for society to determine and hold 

owners accountable for the amount and quality of conservation that occurs. 

Potential impacts 

If the assumptions are accurate, a primary outcome of a policy that advances 

conservation easements would be that owners voluntarily sell easements on their oak 

habitats to private or public easement holders (Figure 13). If easement purchasers are 

willing to pay enough, owners will be able to receive compensation for the 

conservation of oak habitat that accounts for the costs of conservation activities and 

the opportunity costs of choosing conservation over other more lucrative land uses for 

the given period of time. If owners are willing to agree to longer term easements, they 

will retain predictable rights to use the property while easement holders obtain 

predictable rights to conserve the oak habitat. In this way, oak habitat is conserved 

without imposing opportunity costs on owners, one of the most significant constraints 

to oak conservation.  

Three natural resource professionals questioned the assumption that easement 

purchasers will be willing to pay enough. In Oregon, where lands are zoned for 

specific and sometimes exclusive uses, appraisers value lands based on their potential 

to generate income within the allowed use, for example, forestry, farming or 

residential development. These zoned uses are determined primarily by soil quality 

and other biophysical factors. As a result, appraisers value parcels with good soil 

higher than parcels with marginal soil. Sam Larson, a biologist with a public agency, 

explained, 
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Figure 13. Policy logic chart: Conservation easements 



 
 
 
 
 

The appraisal process is based on the current highest and best use for 
the ground, so if it's ag ground, that oak hillside up there, it's going to 
appraise somewhere at the bottom of the appraisal value, and if it's 
forest ground you're appraising, that oak hillside, it's going to be at the 
bottom of that value…We should be paying five to ten thousand dollars 
an acre to protect that [oak hillside] before we ever spend $2,000 an 
acre to change that agricultural field back to [oak] because we don't 
even know if we'll be successful. You know, you're asking them to give 
a perpetual easement, but you're going to give them very bottom dollar 
of it. 

Most sites with high soil quality have already been converted to agricultural fields or 

conifer plantations whereas most oak habitat remnants are found on sites with 

marginal soils. As a result, owners of intact oak woodland or savanna receive lower 

easement payments than owners of commercial farm and forestland. 

A policy that promotes conservation easements makes other assumptions that 

are more difficult to examine. If these assumptions are incorrect, the policy could 

result in unintended outcomes (Figure 13). For example, the underlying assumption 

behind of conservation easements is that imposing an easement will actually lead to 

the conservation of oak. In reality, the easement must entail management actions such 

as thinning Douglas-fir and other invasive species from oak stands or reintroducing 

oak-associated plant and animal species. In order for conservation easements to be 

effective, owners and easement holders must comply with the terms of the easement. 

These terms must provide a quality of management that is adequate to achieve the 

conservation goals. Allan Cox and Vince Atwell’s observation about the dearth of 

research on oak restoration techniques raise questions about scientists’ current ability 

to ensure adequate management. Furthermore, Merenlender at al. (2004) suggest that 
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standards and criteria for conservation are usually poorly articulated in conservation 

easement policies and may be inadequate.  

Landowners and easement holders must also comply for the entire time period 

of the easement for it to be effective. Owners clearly expressed their concerns about 

perpetual easements, preferring instead 10 to 15 year time frames. In contrast, natural 

resource professionals argued that conservation easements need to be at least 50 years 

if not perpetual. Oliver Dixon, a technical specialist with a public agency, emphasized 

that “long term protection is essential…otherwise the effort and sunk costs are 

worthless” because the conservation can easily by undermined by a change in 

management. Given potential differences in opinion about conservation standards and 

time frames, it may be difficult to predict how durable institutions and management 

agreements will be over time. Due to the wide variation in the goals, timeframes and 

management prescriptions of conservation easements, the effectiveness of this policy 

tool for the conservation of specific species and habitats is not well understood 

(Merenlender et al. 2004). 

Grassroots conservation initiatives 

Definition 

Grassroots conservation efforts emerged in the 1990s in response to the 

authoritarian regulatory paradigm that was dominating environmental policy. These 

efforts are characterized by decentralized decision-making, citizen participation and 

stakeholder collaboration (Hibbard and Madsen 2003). “Community-based 

conservation” (Western and Wright 1994), “grassroots ecosystem management” 
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(Weber 2000) and “place-based collaboration” (Hibbard and Madsen 2003) are some 

of the terms that people use to describe such efforts. Grassroots conservation 

initiatives are policy strategies that employ learning tools. Policies that use learning 

tools commonly foster cooperation and communication through advisory committees, 

working groups and collaborative forums. This paper uses “grassroots conservation 

initiatives” to refer to regional and local conservation efforts that landowners help 

initiate, define and implement with other stakeholders. 

Logical connection to characteristics of target group 

Grassroots conservation initiatives received more support from owners than 

any other policy option besides markets for oak-related products. Twelve owners 

suggested them. The owners described scenarios of landowners learning from other 

owners, policy makers giving owners tools that allow them to learn to do it 

themselves, and owners working with policy makers to build programs that address 

their needs. Fritz Quinn explained the rationale behind grassroots conservation: 

It's not going to get done unless we're involved, unless landowners 
want to do it. The awareness comes first, and then the knowledge of 
how to do it. If the government came in tomorrow and said you've got 
to conserve every oak woodland in this valley, we'd say “You can't 
make us go out there and pick those fir out.” They can't do it with a big 
stick. But if we show [owners] that this is the right thing to do and it's 
going to make you feel good, then we do it.  The ones that aren't going 
to feel good, they're not going to do it.…The best way is to get people 
out, show them what's happening, tell them how good you feel, and 
how beautiful it looks. 

Several owners in the sample implied that it is common knowledge that most 

owners want to care for their land over the long term. Henry Sanders asserted that 

most owners are interested in managing on long term time frames when planning for 
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the future of their forests; “People underestimate [owners’] level of conservation 

ethics and that there are a lot of people who are more committed than you would 

think.” Some owners in the sample indicated that the reason other owners may not be 

actively conserving their oak is because they are unfamiliar with it. Chris Mitchell, 

who owns one hundred acres of pasture, vineyards and oak woodlands with his wife, 

suggested that while owners may not be familiar with specific threatened habitats, they 

are becoming more interested in conservation. He provided an example of a voluntary 

effort by owners in his immediate watershed to conserve habitat for endangered 

species. Numerous studies have documented the active management styles and 

stewardship ethics of family forest owners in Oregon (Creigton 2002 et al., Hairston-

Strang and Adams 1997, Wright 2000, Fischer and Bliss 2006). These characteristics 

demonstrate their interest in oak and solving the problem of its decline. 

Grassroots conservation initiatives accommodate the devolved, voluntary 

strategies that owners prefer. Several owners argued that peer influence is the only 

way to interest owners in a new concept such as oak conservation and build their trust 

in the scientists and assistance providers that can help them. Helen Rollins and her 

husband manage their nearly 300-acre property of wet prairie and oak savanna as a 

residence and for habitat conservation. She described how landowner-to-landowner 

demonstrations proved to be a powerful tool in educating her own community about 

conservation. 

We have a lot of nearby landowners who have oak and they seem either 
recalcitrant or they don't quite understand and are frightened…These 
trucks would drive up into our driveway, and they'd watch this wetland 
start to be reconstructed…Pretty soon they liked it, and they realized it 
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wasn't going to cause flooding over [the] road, it was going to hold it 
back…So we had a convergence, and then other people did similar 
projects. 

Owners argued that grassroots initiatives not only help people learn new 

information and management techniques; they also foster cooperation among people 

with divergent values and viewpoints. Paul Knopf, an owner of 60 acres, a third of 

which is mixed oak-conifer forest, shared his experience with peer-to-peer 

communication.  

I think in some cases if…you want to do a conservation easement and 
oak restoration, and all of the other landowners are opposite, you're sort 
of ostracized. So it's a matter of educating everybody that it's something 
good to do. Once it gets started it kind of snowballs…[It] really is 
important in getting these things off the ground. 

Several owners referred to a regional effort to conserve the Willamette Valley 

race of ponderosa pine (Pinus ponderosa) as a model for cooperation. In this effort, 

owners, public agencies and private conservation groups are working together to 

understand how to conserve a native species and develop a future timber resource. 

Quinn described his experience with the peer-to-peer learning activities; 

We did it with the valley ponderosa pine…[through] show-me 
trips…you not only hopefully build the enthusiasm for those that don't 
have it, but you learn from each other's mistakes…Information, 
technology, education; shared through a peer structure. 

Several other owners referred to a nearby watershed-level effort to conserve 

oak habitat for endangered species as a model for grassroots conservation. Owners 

said they liked its local scale and voluntary nature and the cooperation it has fostered 

between local landowners, conservationists and natural resource agencies. Chris 

Mitchell explained, 
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It was initially just a few people and now it's a lot…They're making a 
commitment to work together. We all share these fence lines and we all 
have a piece of the map…People are saying, “We want to make sure 
that we come up with a management plan for our own spot…[and] 
interface with the other acreage around us.” 

In contrast, some owners believed that grassroots initiatives are inappropriate 

for oak conservation. They argued that grassroots initiatives must hinge on economic 

as well as ecological rationales. Lacey Bidwell believes oak conservation lacks the 

economic incentive that attracts owners to voluntary efforts due to the species’ slow 

growth rate and low potential market value. 

Some owners disagreed that grassroots initiatives had to offer a direct 

economic rationale. They pointed out the benefits of grassroots conservation initiatives 

for advancing owners’ interests in policy. Chris Mitchell suggested that such 

initiatives can yield economic benefits indirectly by serving as representative bodies to 

lobby elected officials for more research and program support. Henry Sanders 

suggested that owners should work with policy makers to promote their stewardship 

values through policy; 

The starting point is to say what's needed to make the growing of 
ecologically complex forests economically viable. And then the next 
step, in my mind…is to try to build some sense of consensus of what 
are the limiting factors? What are the barriers? And the next step is 
to…say, "Okay. This is the day in the darkness. How do we light the 
candle?" 

In their rationales for grassroots conservation initiatives owners emphasized 

devolving control to owners, building local voluntary capacity, and using messages 

with broad, local appeal. As land managers, owners have skills that may be applicable 

to oak. They did not claim to understand the nature of and solutions to the problem of 
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oak’s decline, yet expressed willingness to learn. On the whole, owners emphasized 

the need for policy makers and other stakeholders to put faith in owners, to be honest 

about costs and lack of information, and to be sensitive to the constraints owners face. 

In other words, they recommended increasing the sensitivity of policy makers and 

program designers to the needs of owners. They argued that policies should build on 

the conservation ethic that landowners hold, a process that requires the involvement of 

owners. These sentiments demonstrate a preference for negotiated over authoritative 

forms of policy as well as a motivation to learn to solve problems, the assumption 

upon which learning tools rely (Schneider and Ingram 1990). 

Natural resource professionals recognized the capacities of owners and agreed 

that cooperative efforts that engage owners directly in conservation planning are more 

appropriate than regulation. Wayne Warner, an agency forester, explained that 

owners’ fears about being penalized for harboring endangered species make regulation 

unrealistic. He suggested grassroots initiatives can address these fears. 

I think we can't really say, [“regulation under the ESA] is not really 
going to happen,” because they see it, they still hear about it, their 
neighbors are still, you know, licking wounds in some situations. The 
fact is that this is all private land. Chances are most of it is going to be 
accomplished through the collaborative work rather than regulatory 
structure, and we have to find ways to address their perceptions. 

Like owners, natural resource professionals proposed the ponderosa pine effort 

as a model for oak conservation. Farley Davis lauded the effort for including and 

catering to landowners. 

This is really similar to…ponderosa pine …We have a list of 700 
people…they know we know that it's on their land…and the huge 
majority…are thrilled to know that they have some remnants of 
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ponderosa pine…You know, you couldn't have done it if we were just a 
bunch of biologists sitting around a table or if we were just agencies, 
you know. 

The fact that natural resource professionals, in empathizing with owners, were 

supportive of grassroots initiatives further warrants consideration of this policy option. 

Consistency with informants’ evaluation criteria 

Grassroots conservation initiatives appear to meet many of the informants’ 

measures of successful conservation. Depending on their rationales and messages, 

these initiatives can promote conservation of the ecological conditions with which 

natural resource professionals are concerned or the cultural landscapes that owners 

value. They can focus conservation efforts on individual parcels or wider areas. 

However, no income generating strategies are built into this policy option; participants 

have to generate or tap funding on their own, for example, through financial assistance 

programs, grants, conservation easements or habitat mitigation banks. Grassroots 

conservation initiatives respect owners’ autonomy by offering devolved, voluntary 

conservation opportunities. However, they do not implicitly ensure accountability for 

the support they may receive from public sources, which is important to natural 

resource professionals. Additional accountability measures must be instituted. 

Potential impacts 

Several outcomes of a policy that fosters grassroots conservation initiatives can 

be anticipated (Figure 14). Owners may show more enthusiasm about and willingness 

to conserve oak if they view conservation as voluntary. They may feel more 
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Figure 14. Policy logic chart: Grassroots conservation initiatives 
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comfortable requesting advice and assistance from natural resource professionals. As a 

result, more owners may engage in oak conservation activities. The involvement of 

owners directly in conservation efforts may also make initiatives more effective. 

Owner may ensure that the designs of conservation initiatives address their needs and 

build on their capacities. For example, initiatives may focus on building technical 

capacity or leveraging financial assistance depending on the constraints that owners 

identify. Rather than prioritizing restoration of savannas and prairies, they may 

concentrate on woodland conditions, which require less drastic and expensive initial 

treatments and are easier to maintain. In addition, owners may be more amenable to 

plans that balance management of oak habitat with management of other resources 

such as timber, vineyards or recreation lands. More participation by owners may yield 

more acres conserved. 

At the same time, grassroots conservation initiatives turn decision-making 

power over to owners. If owners with vested interests in natural resource industries 

dominate the participants, the grassroots conservation initiatives may take very 

conservative approaches. They may focus efforts on uncontested areas or areas that 

require little time and expense; for example, restoring only those sites that owners feel 

they have no other use for, or emphasizing conservation on residential lands over 

forest or farm lands. If owners focus conservation on individual parcels to the 

exclusion of the larger landscape, they may fail to conserve the most critical oak 

habitat areas. If owner-participants are not willing to cooperate with natural resource 
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professionals, especially independent third-party monitors, the quality of grassroots 

conservation initiatives may be inadequate.  

An important consideration is the difference in perspectives that natural 

resource professionals and owners held on grassroots conservation. Owners 

envisioned situations in which they are key players. In their scenarios, owners educate 

and influence each other while working cooperatively with natural resource 

professionals on conservation agendas. Natural resource professionals described 

scenarios of cooperation and collaboration in which owners are partners but not 

necessarily leaders. For example, Randy Thomas, a county land manager, proposed an 

idea for landowner involvement that implied consultation rather than collaboration. 

[Regarding] collaboration, I think the way we're looking at it locally, is 
trying to get all the parties together. At first, we just [want] the agencies 
and the nonprofits rather than private landowners; we want to bring 
them in as soon as we know what our commitment is and what 
direction and where we want to go. 

Nevertheless, both owners and natural resource professionals viewed decentralized, 

voluntary participatory efforts as a better alternative to many other policy options, 

especially regulation. 

Monitoring and evaluation 

Despite evidence in support of habitat mitigation banking, conservation 

easements and grassroots initiatives, uncertainties remain. Several issues should be 

monitored and evaluated. For habitat mitigation banking to appeal to owners, it needs 

to be clear whether credits awarded through habitat mitigation banking will fully 

compensate them for the opportunity costs of conservation. It also needs to be clear 
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whether mechanisms that oversee the quality and proportionality of habitat mitigation 

banking conservation projects will protect owner autonomy. For conservation 

easements to gain credibility, more biological research is needed to ensure that 

easement standards, agreements and institutions will produce conservation benefits. 

Also, more discussion must occur about the easement time frames that are acceptable 

to owners and conservationists. For grassroots conservation initiatives to have more 

legitimacy, they need to protect against domination by local community members with 

vested interests in the resources that such efforts seek to protect. Grassroots 

conservation initiatives must make sure that their conservation strategies are clearly 

informed and supported by third-party natural resource professionals. 

Conclusion 

This research suggests that habitat mitigation banking, conservation easements 

and grassroots conservation initiatives may make positive contributions to oak 

conservation; the logic of these policies are generally consistent with owners’ 

motivations and both informant groups’ measure of policy success. The analysis also 

identifies some unintended consequences that may result from assumptions embedded 

in the policies and indicates areas for future investigation. 

Critics of interpretive approaches to policy analysis may discount these 

findings as subjective or selective because they rely on some stakeholders’ 

perspectives and not others, and because they draw on people’s interpretations of 

policy rather than technical analyses. Oak habitats are complex ecosystems 

undergoing complex changes. There are many drivers of oak’s decline: biophysical, 
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economic, political and cultural. The search for solutions must ultimately address all 

these forces. A limitation of this study is that it does leave some of these areas 

unexamined. It does not analyze the political arena; in particular, the agendas of many 

interest groups that may affect the policy options. Neither does it examine the legal 

context, the laws and policies that may constrain the effectiveness of the policy 

options. An economic analysis is also needed to better understand forces of supply and 

demand in conservation markets. Finally, more biological research is needed to 

determine the likeliness of conserving habitat under the kinds of management 

scenarios that are associated with the policy options. 

Despite its limitations, the research is vital to the field of conservation. In the 

area of private lands, the causes of conservation problems can be contested and 

searches for solutions can be volatile and conflict-ridden. What is often needed in the 

early stages of the conservation process is an inductive, empathetic approach; a better 

understanding of the problem and careful consideration of the many possible 

approaches to its solution.
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7. CONCLUSION

After finishing the fieldwork for this dissertation I participated in a tour of an 

oak restoration project held by one of the landowners in my sample. In our interview 

earlier in the year he said he would never invite a federal biologist on his property for 

fear of triggering species regulations and other management restrictions. To my 

surprise, in his opening statement at the tour, the owner introduced a federal biologist 

who was going to assist him with his oak restoration work and lauded the public 

agency for which he worked for “finally protecting private property rights.”  

Later, reflecting on his change of heart, he described some experiences over 

the past months that made him realize that federal agencies were not out to trample 

property rights. He served on an advisory committee with citizens and conservation 

groups on the development of the state’s comprehensive conservation plan. He “poked 

his head in” on a meeting of local landowners and public agencies about conserving 

oak habitat for endangered species in his watershed. And he became acquainted with 

the biologist who administers the agency’s assistance program. Through these 

interactions, the owner felt that agencies began to understand the constraints owners 

face in conservation. He explained, 

Private forests have to be economically viable to avoid being converted 
to vineyards or houses; private forest owners are being regulated right 
out of economic viability, and; the ESA, while it may prevent further 
species loss, is not getting habitat improved. 

In addition, the owner learned to think about public agencies and conservation efforts 

in a more nuanced manner. 
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This story illustrates the importance of communication and cooperation when 

addressing conservation problems, such as the decline of Oregon white oak, on family 

forestlands. It illustrates how more interaction between stakeholders can increas their 

understanding of and trust in policy options. 

In cases where the causes of habitat decline are complicated and searches for 

solutions involve many opposing interests and policy options, conservation debates 

can become intractable. The challenge for stakeholders, scholars and policymakers is 

to understand and address the forces that affect conservation. Scholars of natural 

resource management are generally in agreement that the technocratic model of 

decision making is ineffective (Fischer 2000). More scientific information and more 

expert advice do not resolve complex problems (Holling 1995), especially in the 

context of private lands, where owners have diverse and emotional ties to their lands. 

Scholars also recognize that because ecosystems defy property boundaries, 

conservation cannot take place on a parcel by parcel basis (Landres et al. 1988).  

Cooperation between private landowners, public agencies and conservationists 

is essential for the protection of species, their habitats and ecological processes. The 

critical factors in cooperation are communication, understanding each other’s 

perspectives, establishing trust, and creating an atmosphere in which all members can 

contribute their expertise (Yaffee and Wondelleck 2000). Through cooperation, 

policymakers can learn how to design policies that embody the values and 

perspectives of the target group so they will be motivated, not alienated (Schneider 
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and Ingram 1990, 1993). Also, cooperation can help stakeholders communicate and 

collaborate on the designs of policies and strategies.  

Conservation of oak involves a potentially intractable conservation debate. 

Oak’s imperiled status stems from a complex of forces, biophysical, economic, 

political and cultural. In the absence of fire, active management is required to control 

invasive species from encroaching on and suppressing oak trees and understory plants. 

Oak’s long history of human manipulation and the immense amount of landscape 

change since Euro-American settlers first documented the resource makes defining 

reference conditions and setting conservation goals difficult. Managing for oak is 

expensive; treatments are costly and opportunity costs of forgoing other land uses such 

as Douglas-fir plantations and vineyards can be exorbitant.  

The habitat’s confinement to private lands further complicates policy efforts. A 

reserves scheme, the central approach to conservation since the 1880s (Raymond and 

Fairfax 1999), is unrealistic in the case of oak. Regulation through the ESA and other 

laws, the mainstay of environmental protection efforts since the 1970s, can inflame 

distrust between private landowners and the government and dampen owners’ 

enthusiasm for habitat conservation. The more recently popular policy alternatives—

incentives—burden public coffers, and are often incommensurate with the costs of oak 

conservation. Despite these challenges, oak habitat is important to people. People 

value aesthetic beauty and park-like structure evoke nostalgia for historic landscapes 

in Oregon and Europe. They value the birds, squirrels, deer and other wildlife species 

that are associated with it. 
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This research fosters cooperation and successful policy designs by shedding 

light on the diverse motivations, beliefs and values of two important stakeholders in 

oak conservation, landowners and natural resource professionals. Using ethnographic 

methods, I explored in detail owners’ relationships with oak, compared the ways that 

owners and natural resource professionals frame oak conservation, and analyzed three 

different policy options for their potential to conserve oak based on these findings.  

Summary of the findings 

In manuscript one, I described the complex perspectives that the family forest 

owners in my sample held on oak and conservation. The owners perceived themselves 

to be stewards of an ecological and cultural legacy. This perception embodies several 

beliefs and values which provide fertile ground for symbolic tools. It implies that 

owners may be motivated to conserve oak if policies can harness their altruism in 

compelling ways. The owners also seemed to be driven by a sense of moral duty that 

they couch in the traditional utilitarian terminology of tangible rewards. This 

characteristic highlights roles for both symbolic and capacity tools. It suggests that 

policies have a greater chance of success if they can offer incentives such as payments, 

regulatory relief or technical training while still rationalizing conservation in moral 

terms. Finally, the owners value autonomy and self-determination. These priorities 

limit the utility of the prescriptive policies that are typical of authority tools, yet create 

opportunities for learning and capacity-building approaches. Policies may be able to 

engage owners in conservation if they can assure owners that the oak habitat they 

enhance will not become a liability or an encumbrance. 
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In manuscript two, I compared the ways that the owners and natural resource 

professionals in my sample framed oak conservation. The slightly different 

assumptions that these groups hold about human relationships with nature, property 

ownership and the role of policy in social change were evident in their frames. 

Landowners considered humans to be compatible with nature and favored more 

interventionist conservation strategies. They held individualistic notions of property 

ownership and believed conservation is a social good that should be provided by the 

state. They felt that the role of policy in social change should be to build capacity and 

facilitate social learning. And they preferred devolved, negotiated approaches to 

conservation over coercion and enticement. Natural resource professionals tended to 

view human activity as largely incompatible with nature and gravitated toward more 

preservationist management strategies. They preferred social notions of property 

ownership yet believed that the more dominant individualistic notion should be 

accommodated. They preferred policies that would assuredly control human behavior, 

such as acquisition, regulation and incentives, but were willing to pursue education 

and learning tools, which they considered more realistic and compatible for owners.  

In manuscript three, I shared my analysis of three of the informants’ policy 

suggestions: habitat mitigation banking, conservation easements and grassroots 

conservation initiatives. I found that these policies are appropriate for oak 

conservation because their logic builds on informants’ motivations, values and 

capacities. The analysis also revealed some of the unintended consequences that may 
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result from the assumptions that are embedded in the policy options and indicated 

areas for further investigation.  

Habitat mitigation banking taps owners’ interests in tangible rewards and their 

views of habitat as a forest product. It also relieves owners from oversight by a central 

regulatory authority. The underlying legal framework of habitat mitigation banking 

assures natural resource professionals that mitigation efforts will be required by law 

and allows conservation efforts to use funds strategically. However, in order to better 

evaluate habitat mitigation banking, credits awarded to landowners need to fully 

compensate owners for the opportunity costs of conservation. Mechanisms that 

oversee the quality and commensurability of the conservation projects need to protect 

owner autonomy. 

Conservation easements accommodate owners’ need for autonomy by allowing 

them to negotiate management arrangements and retain control over land uses. 

Policies that allow payments and tax reductions for conservation easements tap 

owners’ interests in tangible rewards. In addition, legally-binding easements 

agreements help assure natural resource professionals that lands will be conserved 

according to management plans and along fixed-term time frames. For conservation 

easements to gain credibility, however, management agreements and institutions need 

to demonstrate how they will produce conservation benefits. Also, time frames for 

easements must be acceptable to both owners and conservationists. 

Grassroots conservation initiatives accommodate owners’ preferences for 

devolved, voluntary conservation planning. They facilitate the peer-to-peer 
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communication with which owners are comfortable. Grassroots conservation 

initiatives also provide forums for cross-boundary landscape conservation which 

natural resource agencies value. For grassroots conservation initiatives to have more 

legitimacy, they need to protect themselves against domination by community 

members with vested interests in the resources they seek to protection. They must also 

ensure that their conservation strategies are clearly informed and supported by third-

party natural resource professionals. 

Significance of the findings 

These findings are significant for oak conservation. The research illuminates 

the views that owners and natural resource professionals hold about policy 

opportunities and constraints and specific policy tools. It also reveals similarities and 

differences in the ways that owners and natural resource professionals frame and 

approach oak conservation. It uses this detailed ethnographic information to anticipate 

owners’ responses to policies and the intended and unintended consequences for the 

policy goals. Such information can help policy makers and stakeholders reach out to 

owners with empathy. It can help them design policies that not only address owners’ 

needs and build on their capacities but also advance the shared goals of many 

stakeholders. In demonstrating the assumptions that underlie the ways owners and 

natural resource professionals frame oak conservation this research also fosters mutual 

recognition of each other’s knowledge, beliefs and motivations. This mutual 

recognition can help increase cooperation and communication among owners, natural 

resource professionals and other stakeholders. Ultimately, it may help this community 
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forge workable policy options and conservation strategies. In doing so, this research 

may help avert potential conflicts that arise from oak conservation strategies.   

The significance of these findings extends beyond oak conservation. The in-

depth ethnographic information that this study has produced about family forest 

owners can help policymakers design other policies that appeal to rather than alienate 

this target group. Information about owners’ intangible beliefs and values can inform 

policymakers’ choices of symbolic and hortatory tools. Understanding owners’ 

perceptions of conservation opportunities and barriers can help policymakers 

understand conditions for incentives, capacity-building and regulatory reforms to 

address. Recognizing the differences in the meanings that target groups, policymakers 

and other stakeholders have for conservation and their perceptions of policy 

opportunities and constraints may help policymakers identify roles for learning 

forums.  

The findings are relevant to the broader area of private lands conservation. The 

challenges for conservation of oak are not unique. Many habitats are suffering because 

they are not well represented in public reserves and not prioritized in private 

landscapes. As a result of historic land allocation and settlement practices, low-lying, 

well-watered lands rich in critical wildlife habitats are largely in private hands 

(Maestas et al. 2001, Spence 1999). For example, tall grass prairie habitat in Kansas 

and Oklahoma, home to the endangered greater prairie chicken, cedar brakes habitat in 

Texas, home to the endangered golden-checked warbler, and plains riparian habitat in 
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Colorado, home to the endangered Preble’s meadow jumping mouse—the remnants of 

all these threatened habitats are found to large extent on private land.  

Population pressure, demand for natural resources and public interest in water, 

carbon and habitat conservation have increased expectations about what private lands 

should provide to society (USDA 1993). Landowners around the country have 

responded by denigrating conservation as a domain of the elite, an imposition by 

society and threat to local economies (Peterson and Horton 1995, Ellefson 2000). 

These sentiments have been galvanized by political property rights agendas. Due to 

volatility and conflict in people’s notions of ownership, Bromley (1998) describes 

conservation of unique habitats on private land as “pone of the most controversial 

aspects of contemporary land use policy.” By providing information to help 

policymakers and stakeholders, including the target group, empathize with each other, 

this research may foster mutual understanding and dialogue in private lands 

conservation where efforts are commonly characterized by divisiveness and conflict. 

Contributions to theory 

Social constructionism 

This research contributes to social constructionists’ ongoing effort to 

understand the meanings that people give to things and the ways that people’s beliefs 

and values mediate their behavior in the world. It provides more evidence for the role 

that social constructionism can play in analyzing environmental debates that other 

scholars have advocated (Greider and Garkovich 1994, Peterson and Horton 1995, 

Gobster and Hull 2000, Buttel and Humphrey 2002). This research provides an 
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example of how the social reality of conservation is much more complicated than 

might be assumed. In the case of oak, conservation efforts must overcome more 

constraints than invasive species, poor regeneration and land conversion. Analysts 

must study more factors than land use policies and markets. Policymakers must 

consider more techniques than educating people and creating laws. What must also be 

addressed are the fundamental differences in the ways stakeholders assign meaning to 

oak, perceive their responsibilities for oak as members of society, understand their 

rights as property owners and tax payers, and believe how policy should foster social 

change; the socially-defined reality of oak conservation must be unpacked and 

understood. In the words of Berger and Luckman (1967: 116), quoted by Greider and 

Garkovich (1994), 

Reality is socially-defined. But the definitions are always embodied, 
that is concrete individuals and groups of individuals serve as definers 
of reality…[I]t is essential to keep pushing questions about the 
historically available conceptualization of reality from the abstract 
“What?” to the socially concrete “Says who?” 

Analyzing the social reality of conservation debates can help stakeholders reflect on 

their roles and decide what social dialogues—in addition to technical prescriptions—

can move conservation forward.  

Interpretivist policy analysis 

In the field of policy studies, scholars have used the constructionist approach, 

called interpretivism, to analyze broad environmental policy debates. However, the 

utility of constructionist theory and interpretive analysis in the design of specific 

conservation policies has not been explored. This research demonstrates how 
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incorporating ethnographic information about a target group into policy analyses can 

illuminate opportunities and constraints for different policy tools. It provides 

preliminary evidence for identifying policy tools that would be most appropriate for 

conserving oak given the motivations, beliefs and values of the family forest owner 

target group.  

This research specifically demonstrates the utility of Schneider and Ingram’s 

(1990) behavioral assumptions framework when combined with interpretive methods. 

Identifying the behavioral assumptions of policy tools and comparing them to 

ethnographic data makes it possible to verify policy theory with empirical evidence 

from the target group itself. It also demonstrates the utility of frame analysis. 

Organizing and distinguishing informants by their interpretive frames focuses analysis 

on the manner in which people present their beliefs and values. This technique 

produces data that is helpful for stakeholders. It is easier for stakeholders to empathize 

with and negotiate with each other if they can separate the discourses that people use 

to convey their beliefs and values from the rigid and durable belief and value systems 

that underlie them. 

Finally, this research offers a new perspective on the order of policy analysis, 

one that emphasizes building policy designs from the ground-up, over the traditional 

top-down technocratic approach. Understanding the different relationships that private 

landowners and other stakeholders have with the land exposes potential pitfalls for 

conflict and areas for cooperation in policy. This makes it possible for policy efforts to 
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consider unanticipated outcomes and opportunities well before legal decisions are 

made.  

Conservation 

Finally, this research makes a contribution to conservation theory. It 

underscores the importance of considering the human dimensions of conservation 

efforts, especially the cultural circumstances behind the roles that stakeholders play in 

conservation. Ultimately, it is conflict or compatibility between stakeholders’ values, 

beliefs, motivations and socio-economic contexts that determine the success of 

conservation strategies. Accommodating diverse stakeholders perspectives is a step 

towards negotiating conservation strategies that are consistent with contemporary 

ecological and social theories of nature as dynamic, chaotic, and humanized (Botkin 

1990, Turner 1994). Hull et al. (2002: 12) advocate bioculturalism as such a 

conservation strategy because of its ability to transcend many of the debates that 

divide stakeholders. In particular, bioculturalism treats the conventional 

intervention/preservation dichotomy in biological theory as limited and instead views 

humans as “integral, functional, and adaptive members of the natural landscape” (Hull 

et al. 2002: 12). 

This research also provides direction for conservation planning. In the area of 

private lands, the causes of conservation problems are often contested and searches for 

solutions are volatile and conflict-ridden. What is often needed in the early stages of 

the conservation process is a better understanding of the problem and careful 

consideration of the many possible approaches to its solution. What is needed is an 
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inductive, empathetic approach. Exploring similarities and differences in the 

knowledge, beliefs and motivations of key stakeholders can foster mutual 

understanding. Mutual understanding can increase the likelihood of cooperation and 

communication among these stakeholders.  In doing so, it may help avert potential 

conflicts that arise from conservation strategies and create new opportunities. 

Limitations of the study 

Critics of interpretive approaches to policy analysis may discount the findings 

of this study as subjective or selective because they rely on some stakeholders’ 

perspectives and not others, and because they draw on people’s interpretations of 

policy rather than technical analyses. Oak habitats are complex ecosystems 

undergoing complex changes. There are many drivers of oak’s decline: biophysical, 

economic, political and cultural. The search for solutions must ultimately address all 

these forces. A limitation of this study is that it does leave some of these areas 

unexamined. It does not analyze the political arena; in particular, the agendas of 

interest groups such as private property rights advocates that may affect the policy 

options. Neither does it examine the legal context, the laws and policies that may 

constrain the effectiveness of the policy options. An economic analysis is also needed 

to better understand forces of supply and demand in conservation markets. Finally, 

more biological research is needed to determine the likeliness of conserving habitat 

under management scenarios that are associated with the policy options. 

The study may have been improved if I had chosen different sampling 

methods. More stakeholder groups could have been represented among the informants, 
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for example, elected officials and interest group representatives to explain the political 

forces, lawmakers and lawyers to interpret relevant laws, economists and business 

people to analyze market forces, and more biologists to predict the biophysical effects 

of different policies. The study could have also been improved if it covered more 

breadth. Perhaps the samples should have been larger for the stakeholder groups that 

were represented. I could have interviewed more landowners to capture more diversity 

of owners’ ties to land and attitudes toward conservation in the sample. Also, holding 

focus group interviews with purposively and randomly-chosen participants would 

have allowed me to compare the knowledge, beliefs and values of landowners that are 

engaged in conservation issues and those that are less engaged. In addition, I could 

have interviewed more private conservationists and public agents to improve my 

ability to distinguish these groups by their frames. While the frames of natural 

resources professionals were different from those of conservationists, I found 

difficulty making further distinctions. Differences among natural resource 

professionals might have been more evident if I had compared biologists and 

ecologists to silviculturalists, both those that work for conservation groups and public 

agencies, instead of trying to compare private conservationists to public agents. 

While the focus groups brought a surprising amount of self-reflection and 

innovation to qualitative interviewing, my use of this data collection method could 

have been improved. One limitation to the focus groups was the small population of 

natural resource professionals that are familiar with oak conservation. I was able to 

identify only enough natural resource professionals for two focus groups of natural 
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resource professionals. It might have been better to include more natural resource 

professionals, even those not familiar with oak, to increase the range of policy views 

and expertise-levels.  

Another limitation to the focus groups was using them primarily for data 

collection rather than policy deliberation. The study design originally included 

bringing owners and natural resource professionals together in focus groups 

specifically to forge policy options, but this step was later abandoned. It would have 

been interesting to hear informants’ responses to my analyses of the policy options in 

Chapter 6. It would have also been interesting to design focus groups to explore how 

informants’ views of oak conservation and ideas for policies change in the process of 

cooperation. 

Another possible limitation of the study might be the focus on oak habitat 

instead of habitat in general. Some informants pointed out that policy should seek to 

conserve multiple habitats at once instead of taking a piece-meal approach, and that 

the research design should reflect this goal.  

Implications for further research 

Drawing on the discussion of limitations, I suggest several areas for future 

research. A future study on oak conservation should go one step further than the 

current one by integrating policy deliberation more directly into the design. For 

example, holding focus groups in which stakeholders are asked to forge policy options 

could yield useful information for policymakers. Such focus groups would also serve 

as fascinating laboratories for studying how the process of communication and 

 



 
 
 

225 
 

collaboration affects mutual understanding and trust. Another area for further research 

is to explore how widely the motivations, beliefs, values and interpretive frames are 

held by the larger populations of landowners and natural resource professionals. This 

information would shed light on constraints and opportunities for conservation of oak 

and other habitats in the State of Oregon. 

 

While the findings of this study do not offer specific solutions to the problems 

that oak or other threatened habitats face, they illuminate some of the factors in the 

success of conservation policy. In the words of Ray Rist (1998:151), 

The policy world is not neat and tidy, it is messy. But even so, this does 
not dismiss the need for the policymaker to try and understand the 
context in which events and conditions appear that require a response. 
Working in an environment that is neither highly rational nor linear 
does not mean that there is no necessity of appraisal and analysis.  

By understanding the policy environment of oak conservation in context, as 

Rist (1998) and others (Fischer 2003, Patton 2001, Schön and Rein 1994, Dryzek 

1982, Hawkesworth 1988, Stone 1988) suggest in complex environments, I was able 

to examine some of the assumptions that are embedded in policy tools and 

conservation strategies for oak. Specifically, I was able to evaluate policy in relation to 

stakeholders’ definitions of the problem of conserving oak; stakeholders’ perceptions 

of the costs and benefits of different conservation policies and strategies; and 

characteristics of the target group and how they might respond to the tools.  

This type of analysis contributes to policy and theory on many fronts. It 

increases knowledge about family forest owners, sheds light on opportunities and 
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constraints for conservation of Oregon white oak habitat, and contributes to practical 

and theoretical discussions of social constructionism, interpretive policy analysis and 

private lands conservation.
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