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The Challenge 

(Parcel data graciously provided by TNC)

• In many parts of 
the US, wooded 
landscapes 
owned by 
private 
individuals & 
families

• Worthington, 
MA (pink public 
protected open 
space)



Landowner background
• Collectively own 69% of 

all forest in MA
• Demographics. Owners 

tend to be:
– 55+ years old
– Relatively affluent
– Well educated
– Resident on land
– Interested in wildlife, 

nature, recreation, 
privacy

• Land changes hands 
roughly every 26 years



• Estimated that there 
are 6,000 owners 
(340,000 acres) 
enrolled in Ch. 61

• Compared with the total 
statewide estimated 
number of owners > 10 
acres (38,798), it 
represents an 
approximate 
participation rate of 15% 
of eligible owners, and 
21% of eligible private 
land. 

Management plans as a source of 
information





• Characterize and compare the egocentric 
networks that inform landowner decision-making 
related to two land management decisions

• Characterize the relative level of satisfaction 
landowners have with the two decision types 

Research questions:



Methods

• Identified landowners through harvest 
activity, property records who had made a 
decision (harvest or easement) in the last 
two years

• Contact via mail and telephone to 
schedule a structured interview (n=46)

• Two people interviewed (one poses 
questions, the other records)



Soliciting network connections:
• List all the people you know who have visited 

your land, for the past 1-2 years. Either with 
you or by your invitation, or who may have 
used or crossed your land without you. 

• List all the people whose land you have 
visited in the last 1-2 years, 

• List all the people you’ve talked to about 
your land in the past year or two, and their 
relationship to you. Even if they have never 
visited it, and they don’t live nearby. 

• Identify those who are involved or 
influential - e.g., gave advice on other 
people to talk to, gave you the name of a 
logger or forester, talked to you about their 
experience, provided direct professional 
advice or service. 

• Involved persons were further evaluated



Results: participants
E = easement decision

H = harvest decision
Mean
E         H

Age, years 61.8      65.3

Ownership tenure, years 21.7      25.9

Ownership acres 98.6      90.3

Time on land [1: once or more/week; 2: once or twice/month; 
3: once or twice/3 months;  4: once or twice/year; 

5: less than once/year] 1.5**      2.5**

** significant difference at 0.05 level



Results: participants
Mean

E          H
Education (1: grade 11 or less; 2: diploma or GED;  3: some 

college; 4: college grad; 5: grad or professional school) 4.3 **   3.6**

Distance between residence and land (1: on or beside; 
2: 0-10 miles away;  3: 11-25 miles away; 

4: 26-50 miles away;  

5: 51-100 miles away; 6: > 100 miles

1.6       1.8

Annual household  income
(1:less than $25K; 2: $25K-49999; 3:$50K-74999; 4: $75K-99999;   

5: $100K-149999; 6: $150K or more)
              

3.5       3.4

** significant difference at 0.05 level



Results: reasons for ownership
0 = not important, 1=somewhat; 2=very; 
3 = extremely important

Mean
E         H

Current home site 2.5*      1.9

Recreation 1.9**     1.2

Protect wildlife habitat 2.3**     2.7

Income from land 0.7       0.8

Protect the environment 2.4       2.6

Enjoy scenery 2.5       2.1

Legacy for family 1.4       1.8

*Significant difference at the 0.10 level
** Significant difference at the 0.05 level



Results: egocentric networks 
Mean Range

Overall network size: all the people 
you know who have visited your land; 
people whose land you have visited; all 
the people you’ve talked to about your 
land 

E

H

E

H

1 – 63

1 - 34

Involved or influential - e.g., gave 
advice on other people to talk to, gave 
the name of a logger or forester, talked 
about their experience, provided direct 
professional advice or service. 

9.7

6.7

1.9

2.1

1 – 6

1 - 3



Results: Satisfaction with the decision
MeanScale: -3=extremely negative; 

0=neutral; 3=extremely positive
E      H

Ecologically 2.7     1.3     **
Financially 1.5     0.6     *
Effort required 2.6     1.6     **
Recommend to others 2.7     1.7     **
Ease 0.7     1.3     
Overall process 2.2      0.9     **
Overall experience 2.7      1.2     **
*Significant difference at the 0.10 level
** Significant difference at the 0.05 level



Results: assessment of involved people
MeanScale: -3=extremely negative; 

0=neutral; 3=extremely positive
E        H

Expertise 2.4      2.2
Trust 2.6      2.2     *
Accessibility 2.3      1.9
Quality of information provided 2.5      2.1
Similarity to you 2.3      2.1
Overall assessment 2.6      2.0     **

*Significant difference at the 0.10 level
** Significant difference at the 0.05 level



Results: types of involved people
% Yes

E        H
Pay the person? 17.8     46.0     **
Relative 8.9        6.0
Close friend 24.4     22.0
Own Land 40.0     34.0
Neighbor 13.3       4.0
Local 44.4      42.0
Resource professional 77.8      68.0
Logger 0.0      32.0
** Significant difference at the 0.05 level



Results: assessment of involved people
Description of “Close friend”

E        H
Frequency of contact: 
1: once or more/week;   2: once or twice/month; 
3: once or twice/ 3 months;  4: once or twice/year;  
5: less than once/year; 6: contact only during 
process 

4.0     4.5

*Significant difference at the 0.10 level
** Significant difference at the 0.05 level



Conclusions
• Egocentric network for land appears to be 7-10 

people and can vary considerably! 
– potential for “ripple effect”

• At the decision level, a subset of roughly two 
people seems to be involved. 

• “Locals” and peer landowners are important 
people involved in the decision

• Family members and neighbors appear much 
less involved with the decisions. 

• Operationally, this is challenging research. Can’t 
have a large sample size; analytical limitations; 
human subjects concerns



Conclusions
• No differences in the size of network around 

timber or easement decision makers, yet 
satisfaction with these decisions was 
significantly different. 

• For the harvest decision, significantly more 
involved people were paid professionals than 
for the easement decision. Is this related to the 
perceived satisfaction difference?

• Likewise, for the easement decision, involved 
people were significantly more trusted and 
assessed positively overall. Are paid 
professionals less trusted? 



Conclusions
• Decision architecture or scale - two phases? 

E.g.,  is the broader egocentric network involved 
in “setting the stage” for the decision (e.g., 
improving the comfort level, providing overall 
support), and does the much narrower set of 
involved members enter the picture for actual 
implementation? 

• Decision satisfaction depends on more than 
professionals. In conditions where most people 
do not have management plans or professional 
advice, there is an important role for “locals” and 
peer landowners in promoting informed 
conservation decision-making and connecting 
people to knowledgeable sources. 



“Relegating conservation to government is 
like relegating virtue to the Sabbath. Turns 
over to professionals what should be the 
daily work of amateurs”
Aldo Leopold, 1935
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