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ABSTRACT 

With few exceptions, participants in forest plann ing 
in the Pacific Northwest are a rather homogeneous group 
with respect to these sociodemographic characteristics: 
they are men (84.8%); white (97.3%); middle-aged (av­
erage age of 47.1 years); well-educated (average 15.7 years 
education); have high family incomes (65 .1% earn $25,000 
or more); and are more likely to be political moderates 
(45.3%) and independents (40.8%). Although the five 
public participation methods rated as being most desirable 
by participants were not offered by any of the forests in 
the study, in total, 92% of participants had been active in 
the USDA Forest Service public participation process 
and/or a variety of other tactics. Major recommendations 
to public agencies include inventorying the people resource, 
offering new methods of participation and recognizing the 
public as professional peers who can make important 
contributions to forest planning. o Universityofldaho 



OBJECTIVES 

Public participation plays an important role in Forest 
Service planning and decision-making, yet little empirical 
datt! Me available about what kinds of people drc participat­
ing; why they get involved; and what methods of participa­
tion they prefer. This report for the survey respondents 
addresses the above questions. i 

METHODS 

During the summer of 1983, forest plan mailing lists 
were obtained from four national forests in Idaho and 
Washington. The forests selected were: (1) the Mt. Baker· 
Snoqualmie; (2) the Idaho Panhandle; (3) the Clearwater; 
and (4) the Nezperce. These forests are believed to be 
representative of the Pacific Northwest's rural and urban 
areas. A random sample of individuals and organizations 
from among the four mailing lists was chosen. 

A mail questionnaire was constructed, implemented 
and analyzed according to Dillman's (1978) Total Design 
Method which is based on social exchange theory and care­
fu l administration of the survey instrument. This method 
was selected because it c.onsistently achieves response rates 
of 60 to 75 percent with the general public (Dillman 1978). 

Of the 1,396 questionnaires which were mailed, 49 
were undeliverable because of incorrect addresses, and 92 
were not completed because of illness, death, or other rea­
sons, leaving 1,255 eligible respondents. The results re­
ported here are based on 984 (78%) useable questionnaires. 

The data were analyzed using the Statistical Package 
for the Social Sciences (SPSS Inc. 1983). 

Although the response rate was high, 28 of the 
271 nonrespondents were randomly selected and an at­
tempt was made to reach them by telephone. Ten nonre­
spondents were successfully reached who were willing to 
answer six questions related to the study. There was no 
statist ica ll y significant (<X = .05) difference between these 
nonrespondents and the respondents on the following 
variables measured: age, place of residence, length of 
residence, and organized vs. nonorganized representation. 
Sixty percent of the nonrespondents were inactive vs. 21.5% 
for respondents. The average educational level for nonre­
spondents was 13.6 years vs. 15.7 years for respondents. 
Thus, although two characteristics of nonrespondents were 
different, the sample is presumed to be reasonably repre· 
sentative of the population. 

1 For a complete analysis of the study, see: Williams, Kevin 
L. 1985. Public participation in national forest planning. 
Moscow, Idaho: University of Idaho. Unpublished M.S. 
thesis. 

RESULTS 

Orga nized vs. Nonorganized Re presen tatio n 

One key factor explored in this study was the distinc­
tion of participants who represented an organization (or­
ganized representation) from those who represented them­
selves (nonorganized representation) . The highest percen· 
tage of participants represented themselves (57.3%) while 
the remainder represented an organization (42.7%). This 
shows that it is not just the organized interests in society 
who are participating in national forest planning processes, 
but nonorganized individuals also wish to participate. 

Those representing organizations reported member­
ships of "more than 1000" in 38% of the cases, "between 
1 00 and 1000" in 34% of the cases and " less than 1 00" 
in the remaining 28%. The geographic representation of 
the organizations was as follows: local - 24%; state - 31 %; 
regional· 23%; national· 17%; and other· 5%. 

A ctive vs. I nactive Pa rticip ation 

A second important factor was the distinction of ac­
tive from inactive participants. Active participants were 
defined as those who participate in Forest Service spon­
sored public participation activities in addition to receiving 
information through the mail. I nactive participants were 
defined as those who do not participate in Forest Service 
sponsored activities beyond the act of receiving information 
through the mail. The highest percentage of participants 
was active (78.5%) while the remainder was inactive (21.5%). 
In total, 92% of participants had participated in Forest 
Service sponsored activities and/or through political, legis­
lative, and judicial processes, such as writing or calling a 
congressman (57%), filing an appeal (8%), or lobbying 
(13%). 

Place of Reside nce 

Participants were classified as rural, urban or metro­
politan . Thirty-five percent of participants were living in 
an urbanized area with at least 50,000 inhabitants (metro· 
politan), 34% were living in places with between 2,500 and 
49,999 inhabitants (urban), and 31 % were living on ranches 
or farms, and in towns or villages smaller than 2,500 
inhabitants (rural). Addit ional insights were hoped to be 
gained by distinguishing between participants based on 
their place of residence because it is widely accepted that 
there are place of residence differences related to environ­
mental concern. 



I nterest Orientation 

110· It 
A f inal distinction was made between participants 

based on their self·identified interest orientation. The high­
est percentage of participants was found to be representing 
preservation or environmental interests (27.2%) followed 
by timber interests (20.5%). recreation interests (15.6%) 
and f ish and wildl ife interests (13.5%). The remaining 23% 
represented a variety of interests assoc iated with the na­
tional forests, such as mining, Native American interests, 
ranching, and water. 

Sociodemographic Characteristics 

With few exceptions, partcipants are a rather homo­
geneous group with respect to sociodemographic character­
istics: they are men, white, middle-aged, we ll -educated, 
have high family incomes, and are more likely to be moder­
ate and politically independent. Sociodemographic charac­
teristics of participants in the entire sample are presented in 
Table 1. 

Four important differences were found between 
participants with timber interests and those with preserva­
tion or environmental interests. A greater proportion of 
those with timber interests was male (92%). Republican 
(49%). conservative (52%). and had high family incomes. 
(79% over $25.000)' whereas for participants with preser­
vation or environmental interests the data were as follows: 
male (76%). Republican (14%). conservative (16%). and 
fam ily incomes over $25.000 (60"" ). These data highlight 
underlying differences in attitudes and beliefs between 
these groups. 

Eighty-eight percent of partic ipants in the entire 
sample were from Idaho and Washington. Because of this 
sizable proportion, some comparisons can be made between 
participants in 1983 and the resid ents of Idaho and Wash­
ington according to the 1980 census. 

First, if we compare the educational attainment of 
participants with that of Idaho and Washington residents 
we f ind that 63.0% of participants in the entire sample have 
completed four or more years of co llege whereas on ly 16.1% 
of Idaho residents and 19.1% of Washington residents had 
done so (United States BureauoftheCensus 1981a. 1981b). 
Further, 65.1% of forest planning participants had an an­
nual family income of $25,000 or more compared to 27.2% 
of Idaho residents and 40.3% of Washington residents 
(United States Bureau of the Census 1981a. 1981b). It 
is obvious that participants are general ly well-educated and 
from upper income levels. 

T his does not necessarily mean that upper middle 
class Americans are the only ones concerned with national 
forest planning. I n a recent USDA-sponsored survey on 
environmental concerns, Mohai ( 1984) found that, OCthe 
upper middle class link is not a link between the upper 
middle class and environmental concern but a link between 
the upper middle class and political activism." 

Table 1 . Sociodemographic characteristics of participants 

SEX (%) 
Male ..... _ . . _ •• _ .. _ .• • . ..•• • . . ... . .. 84.8 
Female ...... • ••. ... • . ..........•.... 15.2 

INCOME (%) 
$25.000 or more ...... _. _ . .. _ •. .. .••.... 65.1 
Less than $25.000 .... _ • . .... • . . ... • .. .. . 34.9 

RACE (%) 
Caucasian .... . ......• . ....•.....••.... 97.3 
Non-Caucasian ... . .. . • . . . .. .• •. . . . •.... 2.7 

POLIT ICAL PARTY AFF ILI ATION (%) 
Democrat ............ . .. . ...... .• • .... 27.6 
RepUblican ......... . . .. . . ............. 28.6 
Independent. ......•.....••.... • •.... . .40.8 
Other ....... . ...•.... _ • . ....••...... 3.0 

POLITICAL BELIEFS (%) 
Very conservative . ...... . . .. .. . .. . . .. .. . 4.0 
Conservative . . .. . ....... . ... . . . ....... . 28 .2 
Moderate . ........... . • .. ... _ • ....... .45.3 
Liberal ............ .. •. . .. . • . ........ 14.5 
Very liberal ........ . ..•. _ . . _ •. _ .. _ . ... 3.9 
None of the above . . . . . . • . . . . . • . . . . . . • . . . 4. 1 

AGE (mean years) ... . •. . . .. • . ... . •... .... .47.0 

EDUCATION (mean years) .. .. . . • . . .... . .... . 15.7 

LENGTH OF RESIDENCE (mean number of 
years lived in area) . . ... . . ... . . .. . .. . ... .. 21 .8 



Motivat ion 

The 21.5% of the respondents who reported they had 
not participated in forest planning in any way other than 
receiving information from the forest through the mail were 
asked why they decided not to participate in other ways. 
The survey participants were asked to rate the reasons on 
a 5-point scale ranging from extremely important to not 
important. The relative importance of these reasons are 
shown in Figure 1. 

All respondents were asked to rate reasons why they 
were interested in participating in forest planning- again 
on a 5-point scale ranging from extremely important to 
not important (see Figure 1). 

The most important reason people are participating in 
national forest planning activities is to defend an interest 
in or ac tivity on public forest land which they feel is 
threatened. This reason is closely followed by motivations 
to encourage the conservation of natural resources and to 
see that economic effects of proposed actions are analyzed 
and considered. Analyses also revealed that defending a 
special interest is more important to those representing 
organizations than to those representing themselves and to 
active participants than to inactive participants. Motiva­

tions related to economic effects are more important to 
those representing organizations, those who are active, 
those living in rural areas and those representing timber 
interests. Motivations related to conservation interests are 
more important to active participants and those represent­
ing preservation or environmental interests. Motivations 
related to the desire for knowledge are highest for active 
participants and those from rural areas. 

How Respondents Partic ipated 

Sixteen methods of participation were offered by one 
or more of the four national forests in the study. The five 
most commonly used methods in descending order were: 
presentations (62.1 %), response forms (61.5%), personal 

letters (56.3%), telephone calls (51.6%), and workshops 
(34.6%) . PartiCipants with timber interests attended pre­
sentations (73.5%) and open houses (23.5%) more than 
other groups whereas those with fish and wildlife interests 
attended open houses less than others. Personal letters 
were sent more often (69.9%) by those with preservation or 
environmental interests. 

Preferences for Methods 

Respondents were also presented with a list of 28 
public participation methods that have been used by forests 
and/or suggested in the public participation literature. 
They were then asked to select the three methods which 
they considered to be most, second most and third most 
desirable. 

One method of participation was consistently ranked 
as being the most desirable: citizen representatives on 
Forest Service policy-making bodies. Although such policy­
making bodies can vary in-size, composition and function, 
such bodies may be the official decision-making structure 
(Arnstein and Metcalf 1976) . Thus, it appears that, in 
general, participants desire a more direct participltory role 
in guiding the decision-making process. 

The five methods ranked as being most desirable by 
participants in the entire samp le had not been offered by 
any of the forests in the study according to the public 
information officers. These methods, ranked in descending 
order, were: citizen representatives on Forest Service 
policy-making bodies, formal public hearings, survey of 
cit izens' attitudes and opinions, open public meetings, and 
meetings held for residents of a specific community. 
Participant preference for methods is an asset managers can 
use to stimu late better public participation. 

The five least desirable methods ranked in ascending 
order were: radio programs, game si mulations, interactive 
TV-based participation, computer-based techniques, and 
open houses. 
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Figure 1. Relative importance of the various reasons people decide not La participate and decide to participate in the na­
tional forest planning process . 

Reasons for Participation 

Reasons people decide 
not to participate 

Reasons people decide 
to participate 

Extremely Important 

Very Important 

Could not afford the time or effort 
more involvement would take 

.. ...................... .. ... .... To defend an interest or activity 

which you feel is threatened 
... ...... ............. ......... .. To encourage the conservation of 

one or more natural resources 
•• ....... ...••...... ... .... ...... To see that the econom ic effects of 

a given action are analyzed and 
considered 

.... ... ... .. ............ .••• ..... To gain new knowledge 

Moderately Important 

Believed the FS was doing a good job ............ ....... . ..... .. .. .. 
of managing public lands 

Needed more information about ··· ..............••........ ..•....... 
forest planning 

Could not afford the money more .. ............ .. ..... . ............ . 
involvement wou ld take 

Felt the Forest Service would not .... ... ....•....... ...... ... ........ 
use my/our input 

Was not sure what I/we wanted ...... .. . ...... .............. .. ....... . 
the Forest Service to do 

...... .. ................ .... .. ... To be involved throughout the 
planning process 

. . .... .... ..... ... ......... .. .... To see that planning concentrates 
on resource development 

• ... ... .. ...............•••...... To express disagreement with the 
Forest Service 

Somewhat Important 

Felt I/we could be more effective in . .... .... .. ........... ...... .... . 
some other way . ........ .. .. .... ..... .. .... .. .. . To express di strust of the Forest 

Service 

Wanted to avoid conflict with others ........ .... ........... ...... . 
. ....... ......... . ........•..... . To achieve status or power 

Not important 



Respondents were also asked to rate each of the 28 
pub lic part icipation methods o n a S-point likert-type con­
tinuum: very desirable (S.O), desirable (4.0), neither desir­
able nor undesirable (3.0), undesirable (2.0) and very unde­
sirable (1.0). The 28 methods and the mean scores on the 
S-point scale are listed in Table 2. Eighteen methods were 
rated statistically significantly higher desirability by those 
respondents with environmental or preservation interests 
than those with timber interests (see Table 2). Two 
methods were rated a statisticaly significantly (cr; .OS) 
higher desirab ility by those respondents with timber 
interests than those with environmental or preservation 
interest (see Table 2). 

In almost all cases, those participants who had parti­
cipated in a particular method rated that method as more 
desirable than those who had not participated in that 
method. It dppedrs as though exposure to a method posi­
tively affects a person's preference for the method. 

Costs of Participating 

Twenty-nine percent of the respondents reported 
spending "more than 1 day but less than 1 week per year" 
learning about or participating in the development of na­
tional forest plans and another 30% reported spending 
"more than 1 week but less than 1 month per year." 
Respondents were asked what dollar cost per year they 
have incurred, and reported the fo llowing: less than $10 per 
year -23%; between $10-$SO per year - 18%; between 
$SO-$100 per year - 11 %; between $100-$SOO per year -
17%; and over $SOO per year - 19"Al . The remaining 12% 
reported they did not know what they spend . 

Tab le 2. Mean preference scoresa for methods of public 
participation. 

Method Mean Score 

Formal public hearings 
Presentations 
Lectures at colleges 
Surveys of citizens 
Private meetings 
Rad io programs 
TV programs 
Direct mail of materials 
Open house 
Show-me trips 
Liaison groups 
Workshops 
Community meetings 
Open public meetings 
Interactive TV 
Toll-free number 
Nominal group process 
Arbitrator or mediator 
Direct negotiation 
Citizens' Advisory Committee 
Citizen representatives on Forest 

Service policy-making bodies 
Citizen traini ng 
Game simulations 
Computer-based techniques 
Adult education courses 
Writing letters 
Informal contacts with Forest 

Service officials 
Telephone calls 

4.04b 

4.08 
3.48 b 

4.13b 

3.42c 

3.S8 b 

3.73b 

4.09 
3.80 
4.02 
3.87 
3.96b 

4.18c 

4.23b 

3.46b 

3.74b 

3.88b 

2.86b 

3.78 
3.8Sb 

4.00b 

3.73b 

3.08b 

3.30 
3.S8b 

4.Q3b 

4.13 
3.77 b 

a Means are based on a five-point scale from "very desirable" 
(S.O) to "very undesirable" (1 .0). 

bThesc methods were rated statistically significantly (a: = 
.OS) higher desirability by those respondents with envir­
onmental or preservation interests than those with timber 
interests. 

c These methods were rated statistically significantly (a: = 
.OS) higher desirability by those respondents with timber 
interests than those with environmental or preservation 
interests. 
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CONCLUSION 

The major conclusion of this study is that specific 
target groups of participants in national forest planning 
activities can be identified and described according to their 
sociodemographic characteristics, participation behavior, 
reasons for participating, and preferred methods of partici­
pating. Data collected about the people participating in 
forest planning can be used by forest managers to under­
stand the public and to design public participation pro­
grams for specific groups. 

It is hoped that this study wi ll help both the public 
and forest managers to more effectively participate in 
forest planning on America's national forests. 
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